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OVERSIGHT OF VA’S VOCATIONAL 
REHABILITATION 


WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 4, 1998 

House of Representatives, 

Subcommittee on Benefits, 
Committee ON Veterans’ Affairs, 

WashiT^ton, DC. 

The subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 2:05 p.m., in room 
334, Cannon House OfiEice Building, Hon. Jack Quinn (chairman of 
the subcommittee) presiding. 

Present: Representatives Quinn, Hayworth, Evans and Filner. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF CHAIRMAN QUINN 

Mr. Quinn. Mr. Filner and I and others who will join us a little 
bit later are here today to look into the recent performance of what 
should be the VA’s premiere benefit group, vocational rehabilita- 
tion. 

We have several panels firom the government, the veterans’ serv- 
ice organizations a:^ the vocational rehabilitation community and 
we are eager to hear firom all of them this afternoon, but I and Mr. 
Filner bom would like to begin with a few comments. 

We are told we should be prepared for a vote in about 10 or 15 
minutes. We will see where we end up with with that schedule but 
we will adjourn, of course, for us to get over to votes when that 
occurs. 

First let me emphasize that this program, and all of us, I think, 
in the room know, is an employment program and not a train^ 
or an education program as such but if a veteran needs training 
or treatment to overcome an employment handicap, the law pro- 
vides an excellent program that ofifers appropriate medical treat- 
ment and training opportunities. 

I also believe it is fair to say that the program has been stron^y 
criticized at times by the G^eral Accoimting Office on at least 
three occasions since 1982 and, unfortunately, the criticisms in 
eadi of the GAO reports seem to soimd familiar. 

And if I may just review a few of the consistent findings' fiipm 
GAO, some things have been said and many repeated, for instance, 
that the VA doesn’t emphasize finding jobs for veterans, that the 
VA doesn’t Imow why most veterans drop out of the progpram. 
Standards for measuring need to improve. VA focuses on training 
and not employment. The purpose of the program is not sometimes 
well understood even by veterans. The VA staff are not skilled, 
sometimes in job placement or caseloads are too hi^. And the VA 

( 1 ) 
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is pointed to again as not having a good understanding of the cost 
of rehabilitation. 

Clearly sudi criticisms do not encourage a mat deal of con- 
fidence in the program. To its credit thouf^, VA formed an internal 
design team to look at these and other issues with the goal of pro- 
viding a blueprint for change, and we would like to Imlp you do 
that. 

About a year ago the design team submitted its final report and 
firom what we can tell, it seems like it was buried in the bureauc- 
racy for a while. GAO states that the new leadership at voc-rehab 
has begun piursuing some of the report’s recommendations. So let’s 
shed some light on some of the report’s 15 wide-ranging rec- 
ommendations on how to rrfocus vocational rehabilitation on the 
purine of the program, and that purpose is putting disabled veter- 
ans into jobs. 

The design team recommended the following: to develop an em- 
ployment assessment model to redefine its workforce, reducing reli- 
ance on contracting, improving assessment of employee perform- 
ance, mcreasing veterans’ access to the program, increased 
partnering, reorganizing the VR&C service, giving the service di- 
rector dirert line authority over field operations, streamline proce- 
dures, identify measurable outcomes and increfuse automation. 

We note here that the Steering Committee which reviewed the 
design team’s efforts was largely, but not entirely, in agreement 
with the team’s recommendatioim, which makes the low visibility 
of the report sometimes even more puzzling. 

Judging from the written statements for today’s hearing, it is dif- 
ficult to get a handle on who is getting voc-rehab. Therefore today 
I would like to request that the Department provide this sub- 
committee with a detailed analysis of program paiiticipants, includ- 
ing who applies, who is authorized the benefit, who actu^y par- 
ticipates and who completes the program. I am especially inter- 
ested in the types of rehab recommended by VA, and I would great- 
ly appreciate it if we could have this anal 3 rsis sometime by the end 
of March. 

As I mentioned this morning, of course, we are willing and able, 
all of us, I know Mr. Filner and I on the subcommittee and the full 
committ^, to work with those timetables, as long as we are com- 
municating among each other what they might be. 

Our hearing today also raises what I consider a larger issue and 
that one is being addressed by former Deputy Secretary Principi’s 
Transition Commission, which is looking at how all of ^e benefits 
we provide for people leaving active duly fit toother. 

While not the purpose of today’s hearing, it seems to me that 
programs like vocational rehabilitation, the GI Bill and veterans’ 
employment programs would integrate more efficiently if they were 
all under one roof, especially with the enormous changes taking 
place in the areas of employment services and education. 

Clearly these programs eue intended to position a veteran to be 
success^ in civilian life and I am concerned that the dispersion 
of these programs between multiple Federal agencies, which is con- 
fiising enough, is preventing them fi^om reaching their full poten- 
tial. We will look at this idea at a fiiture hearing. 
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And one final point b^ore I ^eld to Mr. Filner and Ranking 
Member Lane Evans. As a joint initiative with the ranking mem- 
ber, I am announcing formation of a Chairman’s review group to 
bring many of today^ witnesses together regularly to assess the 
government’s progress on meeting the recommendations of the de- 
sign team and the Secretary’s adnsoiy group. The staff will be in 
contact with you and I hope that we will be able to speed up some 
of the improvements in the voc-rehab program. 

At this point I would like to welcome ranking member Lane 
Evans and our fnend and colleague on this side, Mr. Hayworth, 
and yield to Mr. Filner, for some opening remarks. Bob? 

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. BOB FILNER 

Mr. Filner. I thank the Chairman and with you, I welcome all 
of the witnesses here today. I would like to particularly note the 
first appearance of our new Undersecretai^ for Benefits, Joe 
Thompson. 

Joe, you have a reputation as a creative, innovative and uniquely 
skilled manner in your many years of service in the Department 
of Veterans Affairs and we are looking forward to that same t)q)e 
of leadership in Washington here and we are looking forward to 
working with you. 

And, of course, we also welcome an old fnend, A1 Borrego, who 
is testifying again for us for the first time in his new position as 
the assistant secretary of labor for veterans emplosmient and train- 
ing. You have been ffiere before with us and we know you have 
done a good job and we are looking forward to your leadership in 
this new capacity. 

I think all of us in this room are committed to assisting those 
who are disabled in national service. This goes back himdreds of 
years. In fact, I learned that as lon^ ago as 1636 the Plymouth col- 
ony enacted as its first law a requnrement that payment be made 
to those disabled in the colonies’ defense. And vocational rehabilita- 
tion in the modem sense wets initiated back in 1917 when the War 
Risk Insurance Act established the first vocational rehabilitation 
pronam for war-iiuured citizens. 

'me stmcture of the program has changed periodically but the 
purpose has remained the same; tiiat is, to bring service-connected 
disabled veterans into maximum productive independence in the 
daily world and to achieve and succeed in tiie world of work. 

Our purpose today is very simple. It is to determine if our na- 
tional commitment is, in fart, being met. Are the men and women 
disabled in service receiving the highest qualify services and assist- 
ance that they have more than earned? As VA’s Vocational Reha- 
bilitation and Counseling Service made the changes in its culture 
and changes in its stmcture that, as the Chairman noted, were rec- 
ommended by Congress, GAO, VSOs and the internal reinvention 
team — as VR&C made the changes that reflect the understanding 
that for most veterans, the primt^ goal of vocational rehabilitation 
is to restore that individual’s abiUfy to take his or her place as a 
successful contributing member of the civilian workforce. I hope 
that these questions will be addressed today. 

Service-connected disabled veterans have always been, and must 
always continue, to be our &rst priority. Accordingly, the vocational 
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rehabilitation program provided for these men and women, as 
noted by the VA’s own redesigp tean^ must be the best in its class. 
And I intend to join with Chairman Quinn and hold the leadership 
in the Veterans Administration, firom the Secretary, who we heard 
fiom this morning on the budget, right on down, holding all of 
them responsible for providing VR&C whatever support and pres- 
sure that are required to accomplish the goal. 

I look forward to hearing firom all of you and thank you for join- 
ing us this afternoon. 

Mr. Quinn. Thank you. Bob. Thanks very much. 

I yield now to the ranking member of the full committee, who 
joined me in Buffalo toward &e end of 1997. Imagine that, a mem- 
ber of Congress coming to Buffalo in December. 

Mr. Evans. It was the chicken wings. 

Mr. Quinn. Yes, it was the chicken wings that we had for him 
for lunch. Ranking member Lane Evans, tiianks for visiting with 
me in December and thanks for being here this afternoon. 

Mr. EIvans. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I associate myself with 
your remarks and that of our ranking member of the subcommit- 
tee. I, unfortunately, do have a conflic&ig Armed Services Commit- 
tee hearing that I have to get to right now but I appreciate yoiu- 
concern and active oversight on this particular issue. Thank you. 

Mr. Quinn. Thank you. 

Mr. Hayworth, opening remarks? 

[No response.] 

Mr. Quinn. Okay, our first panel is Miss Cynthia Fagnoni, Asso- 
ciate Dhector, USGAO, Veterans’ Affairs and Milita^ Health Care 
Issues, Health, Education and Human Services Division. That is a 
title and a half, Cynthia. We are pleased that you are with us this 
afternoon and you may want to introduce your colleagues. 

STATEMENT OF CYNTHIA M. FAGNONI, ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR, 

VETERANS’ AFFAIRS AND MILITARY HEALTH CARE ISSUES, 

HEALTH, EDUCATION, AND HUMAN SERVICES DIVISION, U.S. 

GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE ACCOMPANIED BY JEFFREY 

L. POUNDS, SENIOR EVALUATOR, GENERAL ACCOUNTING 

OFFICE, ATLANTA GA 

Ms. Fagnoni. Thank you. I have with me today Jeff Pounds, who 
has done a considerable amoimt of work in this area for us. 

Mr. Quinn. Hi. How eire you? Thanks for coming. You may begin. 

Ms. Fagnoni. Thank you. Good aflsmoon, Mr. Chairman and 
members of the subcommittee. I am pleased to be here today to 

E rovide our views on efforts the Veterans’ Benefits Administration 
as made to help disabled veterans find and maintain suitable jobs 
through its Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling {irogrtun. As 
you Imow, in 1980 the Conjpess enacted le^slation wmch changed 
the focus of this pro-am from just providing training to disabled 
veterans to helping them get jobs. 

The information I am presenting today will focus on the past 
problems VBA has faced and the progress made in helping disaUed 
veterans obtain suitable emplo}rment. My observations are based 
on our published reports, as well as recent discussions with pro- 
gram officials. 
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First let me summarize what we have fotmd in our years of re- 
porting on this program. As you mentioned, Mr. Chairman, our 
work has shown that despite the legislative change enacted nearly 
two decades ago, VBA has continue to focus on sending veterans 
to training, rather than helping them get jobs. 

In 1992 and again in 1996, for example, we foimd that VBA 
placed over 90 percent of veterans directly into tr aining programs, 
while less than 5 percent went directly into the program ph^e de- 
signed to help veterans find jobs. Our 1996 ai^ysis of national 
data also showed that the vast mi^rity of veterans in training 
were enrolled in higher education programs. 

For example, about 91 percent of such veterans were enrolled in 
a university or college. The remaining 9 percent were enrolled in 
vocational or technical schools or participated in other tyi^ of 
training programs, such as apprenticei^ps or on-the-job tr aining . 

VBA officials we spoke with duri^ our 1996 review offered sev- 
eral reasons why their staff emphasized training over finding veter- 
ans jobs. They told us, for example, that it was difficult for staff 
to begin exploring employment options early because veterans en- 
tering the program expect to be able to attend college. Veterans ac- 
quire this expectation because the program was often marketed as 
an education program, not as a jobs program. This image of the 
program as education-oriented was also evident among some VBA 
management. 

VBA officials also told us that their staff generally lack adequate 
training and expertise in job placement ac^vities. They also smd 
that lar^ caseloads made it difficult for staff to spend time explor- 
ing emiuoyment options with veterans. Some staff were managing 
over 300 cases. One VBA official asserted that the optimal caseload 
would be about 125. 

Not surprisingly, given this lack of focus on employment services, 
VBA has not been effective in placing veterans in suitable jobs. In 
our 1996 report, for example, we not^ that VBA rehabilitated only 
8 percent of eligible veterans. VBA 1ms also not developed program 
goals and measures that would help in assessing program effe^ve- 
ness. 

Now let me turn for my second point to talk about the improve- 
ments, or attempts at improvement, VBA has made since our last 
comprehensive look at that program. At the same time we were 
conducting our 1996 study, ets you’ve mentioned, Mr. Chairman, 
VBA was in the process of having its design team look at how to 
restructure the program and address the concerns that we and oth- 
ers had raised over the years. This report came out in October 1996 
with the 15 recommendations. 

Consistent with our findings and recommendations, the design 
team’s recommendations focussed on the need for the vocational re- 
habilitation staff to emphasize employment throughout the 
program. 

Shortly after the design team finished its report, the director of 
the vocational rehabilitation program retired and the program was 
headed by an acting director for nearly 9 months. Bas^ in part on 
this lack of permanent leadership, VBA is in the early stages of im- 
plementing the design team’s recommendations. 
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However, Hie new program director has told ua that he and his 
management team support the need to refocus the pro^am toward 
the goal of employment and described for us some of the specific 
actions they are taking. They are, for example, in the process of 
contracting out for assistance in reviewing and revising program 
applications and brochures to ensure that such documents clearly 
communicate the program’s focus on employment. 

The first st^e in a multi-year roll-out of the new automated 
management i^ormation system has also been completed. This 
system is being designed to help program staff streamline and sim- 
plify work processes, measure program outcomes and establish new 
work measurements nationwide. 

Such steps, if continued, could help the program better empha- 
size employment. With new program leadership in place, VBA has 
an opportunity to implement recommendations it has failed to act 
on in the past. However, the problems I have discussed are long- 
standing and sustained efforts will be needed to improve program 
effectiveness. 

Mr. Chairman, this completes my testimony this afternoon. I 
would be pleased to respond to any questions you or members of 
the subcommittee may have. 

[The prepared statement of Ms. Fagnoni appears on p. 29.] 

Mr. Quinn. Thanks very much. We appreciate your original re- 
port and the written submission for today and we appreciate your 
staying within the 5 minutes allotted. 

I have a general question more than anything else. I know that 
there is some new leadership there and we have talked with them 
personally and here and at other committees. Are you satisfied 
with the amount of communication that is going on between yoiu' 
ofiSce and some of the new leadership that is there? 

Mr. Fagnoni. Well, I will have to say that firom the time we did 
our 1996 report, which was in late 1996, we hadn’t focussed a great 
deal on that program. We did do some work last year looki^ at 
the strategic planning efforts at the voc-rehab program and this 
was my fint opportunity to work with Mr. Williams. VA officials 
were very helpful in our being able to get this testimony pulled to- 
gether very quickly, and we look forwi^ to working with them in 
&e future. 

Mr. Quinn. Ve^ well. And we also understand that with the 
hearing this morning on the budget, this hearing and another hear- 
ing tomorrow, everybody was a Uttle bit busy on the Hill trying to 
get everything pulled together. Thanks very much. 

I don’t hear any other questions. Thanks. 

Ms. Fagnoni. Thank you. 

Mr. Quinn. Our nerrt panel is actually our second and third 
panel. Mr. Ronald Drach is here first in ^ capacity as chairman 
of the Veterans Advisory Committee on Rehabihtation. Ron, if you 
want to come forward and share those words of wisdom with us, 
we would appreciate it. 

You are also on the third panel, I think, Ron. So we will let you 
begin, please. Thanks for being here today. 
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STATEMENT OF RONALD W. DRACH, CHAIRMAN, VETERANS 
ADVISORY COMMITTEE ON REHABILITATION 

Mr. Drach. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I appreciate the oppor- 
tunity to be here today as chairman of the Veterans Advisory cfom- 
mitt^ on Rehabilitation. This is the first time that we have been 
invited to appear as a committee and I really aimreciate that. I was 
most recently reappointed by Acting Secretary Hershel Gk>ber back 
in December as chairman of the Advisory Committee and the com- 
mittee has been very active. 

While the statute that set us im, 96-466, requires us to look at 
all rehabilitation programs, I am here today only to talk about the 
vocational rehabilitation programs because that is the subject of to- 
day’s hearing. 

m my prepared testimony I give you some background on the 
committee and how it was estabushed and what our mission is and 
so forth, so I won’t go over that. But I do want to point out that 
the committee was very pro-active when the design team got start- 
ed. We looked at a couple of their documents, their social anal3rsis 
and environmental scan, and offered comments to the design team 
as a committee and asked them to look at certain things within 
their jurisdiction as they were progressing, and a copy of tiiose rec- 
ommendations and those commmits is attached to my prepared 
statement. 

Also, the committee was very interested in particularly the 1996 
GAO report. While we had looked at earlier GAO reports, we took 
a more active role, if you will, in the 1996 report because we want- 
ed to make some comments to the Secretary on the GAO report of 
1996. 

Quite fi-ankly, we don’t agree with the-tl shouldn’t say we don’t 
agree — ^we don’t share the same concern that others have that a lot 
of veterans are placed in college programs. We are concerned that 
they are not given employment at toe end of those training pro- 
grams, but we look at toe education part of it as a means to an 
end. And in today’s economy, good careers, for the most part, re- 
quire a college education. So I am not alarmed by that. 

Mr. Quinn. Excuse me, sir. May I interrupt? We will add on to 
yoiu: time. 

Would it be your toou^t that some of this education could take 
place along wito employment? 

Mr. Drach. Absolutely. And when I wear my other hat we will 
talk a little bit more about that. 

Mr. Quinn. I happen to agree with you on that. 

Mr. Drach. Because I have some recommendations firom toe 
DAV that are not recommendations of toe Advisory Committee. 

Mr. Quinn. I have some recommendations that aren’t Bob 
Filner’s reconunendations, either, but that is okay. Sometimes we 
get cau^t up in thinking that we have to exclusively do one or toe 
other, and I don’t happen to think that is true. 

Mr. Drach. I will just give you one example that came to my 
mind yesterday in some discussions. When you take somebody and 
enter them into an education program, a lot of times people aren’t 
really sure what they want to do. Ninety percent of people who 
graduate fi^m college today don’t work in toe jobs that they grad- 
uated in, were trained in. 
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What I would recommend is that we look at the VA working clos- 
er with emplosrers early on, early on, like maybe first semester or 
first year, and do some shadowing. Let that veteran go in and let’s 
say me veteran’s mal is to be an accoimtant. Well, let them shad- 
ow with Deloitte Touche or one of the big accounting firms and 
they may fmd out real quickly that that is not the ri^t thing for 
them, that they really don’t want to be an accountant. 

Mr. Quinn. Excuse me again but it is as important to learn for 
one of mese individuals that it is not the career to go into as it is 
to say it is. 

Mr. Drach. Absolutely. 

Mr. Quinn. We always think that we are going to shadow some- 
body, we are going to put you in this situation, we are going to 
have you intern somewnere and you are going to turn around and 
end up an accountant, but it is just as important sometimes to 
learn lhat that is not your thing. 

Mr. Drach. Exactly. And under a shadowing concept or an in- 
ternship or a work/study progrtm, the veteran gets an opportunity, 
the employer gets an opportunity and it is a winAvin situation m 
my opinion, with no cost. 

Mr. Quinn. I agree. I didn’t mean to interrupt, but I agree with 
you. 

Mr. Drach. That is quite all right. 

So anyway, when the Advisory Committee looked at the GAO re- 
port there were a couple of other areas that we had some concerns 
about so we expressed our response to the Secretmy, which is our 
role, to give the Secretary advice on rehabilitation issues. That was 
done and a copy of those comments are attached also to my report. 

I will TO into some of the committee recommendations that we 
have made over the last 3 fiscal years in the most recent meetine 
we had a couple of weeks ago, again restricting it to the vocational 
rehabilitation proTOam. 

The Advisory Committee, for as long as I can remember, has 
been working on upgrading qualification standards for vocational 
rehabilitation spedahsts. It has now been approved for a new posi- 
tion ccdled vocational rehabilitation counselor. The committee re- 
ceived a letter firom former Secretary Jesse Brown saying that his 
office approved it. The Office of Personnel Management approved 
it. llie unions basically approved it. Eiveiybody said okay, and it 
is not being implementod. 

I understand that people are still being hired under the old 
standards. I haven’t seen any implementing instructions. I would 
like to see implementing instructions go out. 

Almost eve^ meeting the Advisory Committee has, we make a 
recommendation to the Secretaiy that these new qualification 
standards be put into place. And I don’t know how many positions 
have been filled using these new standards but my understanding 
is that there are very, very few. 

We would like to see on-going education and training be provided 
to the VHA staff regarding voc-rehab, VR&C people. I have talked 
to a lot of VHA staff over the last couple of years, don’t even know 
VR&C exists. There needs to be some on-going work there. 

VHA needs to be part of case management. For the most part 
they are not part of case management. 
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The committee recommends that an MOU be developed between 
VHA and VBA, particularly the VR&C service, that every VA in- 
stallation have a local MOU that details education and commtmica- 
tion strategies, which is a measurable outcome, identification of a 
case manager and proper technical interaction between the two 
administrations. 

We did recommend that more money be allocated to the commit- 
tee for more meetings, which I have been assured is forthcoming. 

The committee supports the efforts of the design team. We can’t 
say we support tiie recommendations of the design team because 
we haven’t seen it yet. We are still waiting, like everybody else, for 
a copy of the design team report and I understand it is coming out 
later this month. So the committee will be looking at that report 
and offering comments. 

That concludes my prepared statement, Mr. Chairman. I will be 
happy to answer any questions. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Drach, with attachments, appear 
on p. 38.] 

Ii^. Quinn. Thanks very much. I suppose I got one of my ques- 
tions in when I interrupted you before, and I’m sorry. 

Mr. Drach. That is quite all right. 

Mr. Quinn. Let me just say &at in part of your written testi- 
mony, and you touched on it here orally, as well, you talk about 
some on-going education and training for the staff, as well. This is 
not a question except to say that when you are talking about 
memoranda of understanding and on-going tiaining and education, 
it gets back, for me, to this whole communication thing, that people 
are talking to each other. 

And I would only say to you that that comes through loud and 
clear in your testimony in a lot of different areas and I appreciate 
that. That is why I asked the question of the first panel, in terms 
of how that communication is going. 

Bob? No questions from Mr. Filner. 

Stay where you are, then, Ron. We will ask the third panel to 
come forward. 

Good afternoon, everybody. We are pleased to have you here with 
us this afternoon. I haven’t determined any kind of order for any- 
body to testify. If it is okay with all of you, Mr. Thomas, I will stall 
fi^m my left and we will make our way across to Mr. Naschinski 
and then Mr. Drach again and Miss West finally. 

We would ask, if it is possible, for you aU to keep your opening 
comments at least to about 5 minutes or so and we will get to ques- 
tions when the whole panel is finished. ' Thank you. You may begin. 
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STATEMENTS OF HARLEY THOBIAS, ASSOCIATE LEGISLATIVE 

DIRECTOR, PARALYZED VETERANS OF AMERICA; JAMES R. 

HUBBARD, DIRECTOR, NATIONAL ECONOMIC COMMISSION, 

THE AMERICAN LEGION; RONALD W. DRACH, NATIONAL EM- 
PLOYMENT DIRECTOR, DISABLED AMERICAN VETERANI^ 

AND KRTJJ R. WILLARD WEST, DIRECTOR OF GOVERNMENT 

RELATIONS, VIETNAM VETERANS OF AMERICA 

STATEMENT OF HARLEY THOMAS 

Mr. Thomas. Thank you, Mr. Chairman and members of the sub- 
committee. On behalf of the Paralyzed Veterans of America, it is 
an honor to participate in today’s hearii^. 

From the inception of the Vocational Rehabilitation and Counsel- 
ing progTEun following World War 11 until 1980, the goal of rehabili- 
tation was completion of training. Public Law 96-466, enacted in 
1980, changed that mandate to employment being the ultimate 
goal of vocational rehabilitation. 

In spite of that lemslative change, VA has been slow to alter the 
culture within the W&C to assure emplo 3 nment outcomes. 

Beginning in 1988, as a result of recommendations made by the 
Secretary of Veterans Affairs’ Veterans Advisory Committee on Re- 
habilitation, VR&C, began to review the qualification standards for 
counseling psychologist and vocational rehabilitation specialists. 
Following discussions with the Office of Personnel Management, 
the recognized tmions and others involved in approving rosition de- 
scriptions, a new qualification standard was established for the po- 
sition of vocational rehabilitation counselor. 

Although the qualifications have been developed and the new po- 
sition has been established, they have not been implemented satis- 
factorily. There is considerable confusion among the VA field staff 
on appropriate hiring practices for vacancies in VR&C throughout 
the country. PVA recommends that the VA should immediately im- 
plement nationwide the new counseling position with the attendant 
qualification standards for the appropriate vacancies that become 
available in VR&C. 

PVA’s foremost concern rests with the VR&C’s ability to provide 
timely and comprehensive services to catastrophically cdsabled vet- 
erans. The primaiy goal of rehabilitation is to prepare the disabled 
veteran to become a productive member of society by helping them 
regain the ability to compete for gainful emplo 3 n[nent. 

Veterans who sustain iqjuries tiiat impair mqjor bodily functions, 
like spinal ^ury, SCI, and spinal cord dysfimction, SCD, require 
comprehensive, clinical and rehabilitative care to return to their 
homes. That care, which is provided in a hospital setting, does not 
always prepare ffisabled veterans for imme^ate transition back 
into the workforce. Many catastrophically disabled veterans require 
a complex, coordinated array of services, including training, equip- 
ment, counseling and accommodations to reenter the job market. 

Unfortunately, high priority has not been given to coordmating 
the flow of these services in a proper case mani^ement approach. 
Vocational rehabilitation for catastrophically disabled veterans 
should be one of the highest priorities oi the VA. 

In the context of catastrophic SCI and SCD, rehabilitation is a 
process by which medical, psychological and social functions are re- 
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stored or devdoped to a level that allows veterans with SCI/SCD 
to achieve personal autonomy in a noninstitutional environment. 

One of me most firequent complaints of severely disabled veter- 
ans is the current inadequacy of emplo 3 nment opportunities in 
placement. VR&C must provide assessments and benefits in a 
timely manner that meets basic quality of service standards and be 
both accurate and compassionate in their determinations. 

According to vocational counseling experts, to be effective, reha- 
bilitation counseling and training must begin as soon eis possible 
following medical rehabilitation. The array of rehabilitation and job 
counselmg services must be orchestrated in a case management ap- 
proach. Successful emplo 3 nment requires placing a veteran in a job 
that is compatible with his or her back^ound, sldlls, experience, 
expertise and expectations. Once placed in the job, aggressive fol- 
low-up is required to address problems the veteran may face. 

VR&C’s current 60-day follow-up may not be sufficient. Earlier 
initial follow-up and additional subsequent follow-ups may be a 
more efficient t^hnique. 

Legislation to renew the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 was approved 
by tile House Education and Workforce Committee and passed by 
the House of Representatives in .^ril of 1997. Introduction of a 
Senate version of the Rehabilitation Act reauthorization legislation 
is expected soon in the Senate Labor and Human Resources Em- 
ployment and Training Subcommittees. 

^oblems identified under the old Rehabilitation Act are also 
being seen within the VA Vocational Rehabilitation program. PVA 
believes that the VA should also make necessary chwges to bring 
about a more efficient program designed around employment ou^ 
comes. The subcommittee should monitor improvements made in 
the Rehabilitation Act to address problem areas in the VA Voca- 
tional Rehabilitation program in the same fashion. Changes must 
include training to secure, retain or regain employment consistent 
with the strengths, resources, priorities, concerns, abilities, capa- 
bilities, interests and informed choice of the individual which will 
result in skills marketable in the local economy. 

Additionally, current labor market information should be used to 
ensure that jobs for which the veteran is being trained exist in the 
geographic area where the veteran resides. 

Mr. Chairman, thank you for holding this important hearing. 
This concludes my testimony. I will be happy to respond to any 
questions you or members of the committee have. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Thomas appears on p. 60.] 

Mr. Quinn. Thank you, Harley. I appreciate that very much. I 
think, as I mentioned, we will save our questions imtil the whole 
panel has had a chance to issue their statement. 

I understand that this is your first appearance here before us. 
You did great. We appreciate you coming forward today. Also your 
biography shows that you are a retired Navy Chief data processing 
technician and we appreciate your past service and certainly your 
service with us here on behalf of the Paralyzed Veterans of Amer- 
ica. Thank you. 

And representing the American Legion — ^before I looked up and 
saw it was Jim Hubbard I had some other name from my script 
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here but Jim, welcome this afternoon. We appreciate your being 
here. Please proceed. 

STATEMENT OF JAMES B. HUBBARD 

Mr. Hubbard. I apologize for the change in cast here, Mr. Chair- 
man. My colleague is home with ihe flu and we didn’t want him 
spreading it around here or the office. So for the record, my name 
is JEunes Hubbard, as in Old Father Hubbard. 

Mr. Chairman, ffiank you for holding this hearing and thank you 
for inviting us to come here this afternoon. 

Vocational rehabilitation of service-connected disabled veterans, 
especially those with serious emplo 3 nment handicaps, is a national 
obligation and it must not be takmi li^tly or accomplished half- 
heartedly. 

The Department of Veterans Affairs stratemc plan for 1998 
through 2003 serves as a pretty good set of manmini; orders for the 
Voc-Itehab and Counseling Service. However, given its mission and 
the current workload, it is critical that the resources, both financial 
and personnel, are available to meet the challenges. Let me briefly 
outline the goals and the objectives of the strategic plan. 

The general goal is to assure the vocational rehabilitation pro- 
gram is meeting the needs of veterans. Objective one is to increase 
me number of disabled veterans who acquire and maintain suitable 
employment and are considered to be rehabilitated. Objective two, 
provide for all services and assistance necessary to enable veterans 
with service-connected disabilities to achieve the maximum inde- 
pendence in daily living in a timely manner. Objective three, to 
provide vocations evaluation services to children with spina bifida. 

The proposed strategies appear to be rational and realistic. Pro- 
posed performance goals seem to be logical and measurable. A 
quality reassurance pronam must also to implemented to closely 
monitor Vocational Rehwilitation and Counsewg Service activities 
at each of the regional offices. 

Adequacy of funding, staffing requirements and cooperation in- 
ternally and with other government agencies to provide disabled 
veterans with the level of service they need and expect from the VA 
is paramount. 

The key to successful job-hunting is networking. The Vocational 
Rehabilitation and CoimseUng Service must establish and maintain 
a strong employment network which includes the Veterans Em- 
plo 3 nment and Training Service at the Department of Labor, the Of- 
fice of Personnel Management and any other Federal and/or State 
agencies. 

We also believe the National Veterans Training Institute is an 
invaluable resource for continuing educational opportunities. 

The overall quality of the program can be measured by the qual- 
ity of the personnel, but even the most qualified professionals have 
a maximum ntimber of cases that can be effectively managed. One 
onlv needs to compare the caseloads of the VA with those of other 
Federal or State programs to see the nearly impossible tasking 
placed on VA Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling staff. The 
private sector caseload is about one-third that of the VA. 

Staffing levels should be increased to meet demand. Reducing 
the demand by restricting eligibility is immoral, unethical and dis- 
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honorable. The numbers of disabled veterans needing vocational re- 
habilitation shoiild drive the resources rather than the resources 
available driving how many disabled veterans will receive voca- 
tional rehabilitation. 

To those who say we cannot afford to meet the demand for voc- 
rehab, we say that this is simply an issue of priority assessment. 
The American Lemon would support increased spendmg of tax dol- 
lars for vocational rehabilitation and job placement of service-con- 
nected disabled veterans. More importantly, the American people 
would see it 6is a national obligation and commitment to those who 
served tins country. 

The American legion, along with everybody else, is still looking 
forward to reviewing the Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling 
design team’s final report. We are optimistic that the recommenda- 
tions will both energize and empower the entire program. The re- 
port should offer observations, evaluations and recommendations of 
those on the firing line and in the trenches. Grood intentions, how- 
ever, alone will not achieve success. Congress and the VA must 
provide the tools, the resources and the personnel to implement ef- 
fective changes. 

Mr. Chauman, that concludes my statement. Thank you for of- 
fering us the opportunity and well look forward to questions. 

[The prepared statement of The American Legion appears on p. 
70 .] 

Mr. Quinn. Thanks very much, Jim. 

Ron is back this time as the National Emplo 3 rment Director for 
Disabled American Veterans. We are pleased to hear fiiom you. 

STATEMENT OF RONALD W. DRACH 

Mr. Drach. T hank you very much, Mr. Chairman. With your in- 
dulgence, I would like to introduce tlu’ee of our national service of- 
ficers who are here with me today, all of whom have recently grad- 
uated or fairly recently CTaduated under the VA’s Vocational Reha- 
bilitation program, on-the-job training program through the DAV 
approved program. 

.la ann atta (^novese has gone to the point where she is now our 
supervisor in the Providence, Rhode Island office. Christine Bell is 
a service officer in Hartford, Connecticut and Michelle Vickery in 
Seattle, WA. 

Mr. Quinn. Welcome. We are pleased you could be with us, even 
if it is in the back row. 

Mr. Drach. They are in town for some additional training. We 
thou^t it would be helpful for them to come up with us today. 

Mr. Quinn. Absolutely. Thank you. 

Mr. Drach. Mr. Chairman, before we go any further I would like 
to point out that both the VA and Depai^ent of Labor have taken 
some vei^y aggressive stras, some very positive steps to make sig- 
nificant improvements. While we haven’t seen actual results yet, 
we can see some positive steps going on, and they are to be com- 
mended for those. 

We would like to recommend another possibility and that would 
be to create a pilot project between the vets and the VR&C service 
and partnering with a private sector employer, maybe through a 
contractor, to look at how they can make ifotter placements with 
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some of fhe more severely disabled and harder to place disabled 
veterans. So we would like to see some sort of a pilot on that. 

Mr. Chairman, late yesterday I received a copy of the budget and 
as a consequence of that, I am going to digress from my prepared 
statement and ask for yoiur indulgence. I know I am not gomg to 
be able to cover all of uis materim and would ask that the record 
be kept open so I can supplement my earlier prepared statement 
with some additional comments. 

Mr. Quinn. Without objection, so ordered. 

(See p. 40.) 

Mr. Drach. Thank you so much, Mr. Chairman. 

I am not going to go in order here, only in order of what I feel 
to be most important that was in the budget document. They 
talked about the VR&C position, the vocational rehabilitation coun- 
selor position, and the new qualification standards. I have already 
commented on that as the chairman of VACOR. It is in my pre- 
pared testimony for the DAV. Paralyzed Veterans of America has 
echoed us on that issue. 

I guess I am prepared to say now that if thev don’t move forward 
with this position that perhaps it should be added to the law. That 
way they would have to do it, make it part of the law and we can 
go from there. This has been too long in coming and it has been 
approved too long ago for it to only have a few positions filled. 

In the budget document they tsdk about starting work as soon as 
possible for ^ective job search campaign, resume-writing develop- 
ment, job interview skills. We have a recommendation on that. One 
would be to reestablish the old career development centers. That is 
in my prepared testimony, also. 

Another would be, and this could be a pilot perhaps, to take 
those skills, if you will, and make them part of an academic cur- 
riculiun and maybe do a pilot with the University of Colorado at 
Denver, Boulder and Colorado Springs because mey have NVTI 
hoiised out there right now. You could perhaps tie these classes in 
and make them a one-, two- or three-credit course and offer them 
perhaps in the first semester of the final year of college before 
graduation. 

What we fail to do in this coimtiy today is teach people how to 
find jobs. We may prepare them wi& a degree in a particular dis- 
cipline but we don’t teach them how to find jobs, and this might 
be a good pilot also to do something like that. We would hope that 
you woiild agree with that. 

I already mentioned the shadowing, the internships. In our pre- 
pared testimony we recommend that work study to expanded to 
the private sector. Right now work study pro^ams are only work- 
ing with veterans within the VA structure and with state and local 
governments and the Federal Govenunent. We would like to see it 
expanded to private sector employers and not-for-profit sector 
employers. 

Quinn. Again if I may, you mentioned that private sector 
earlier just before you began here. Give me a quick example of who 
we woidd look for in the private sector. 

Mr. Drach. You could go to almost any corporation and say we 
would like to work with you on this; we want either a shadowing 
thing or do a pilot project with us to-- — 
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Mr. Quinn. One that comes to mind for me, I was involved in the 
ET Phone Home situation with Bell Atlantic and the rest of those 

conmanies. Is that somethin^ you think 

Drach. Sure, Bell At^tic. You can even use a smaller em- 
plosrer. It wouldn’t necessarily have to be a mmor Fortune 500 em- 
ployer. Find somebo^ who is interested. Pernaps find somebody 
who has done VA OJT back in the 1970s that would still be inter- 
ested in doing it. I think we are limited only by our imagination 
and our effort to contact employers that mig^t be willing to do 
ti^t. 

Mr. Quinn. Thank you. 

Mr. Drach. Provimng on-going training was mentioned earlier 
for existing staff. There is a i^mrement m law that that be done. 
We would like to see that training go on. We would like to see the 
VA consider using NVTI for some ofthat training. 

There is some comment in the budget document about transfer- 
ring the claims processing fiiom adjudication to the VR&C staff. 
They said if they approve it — I think they are looking at October 
1998 to perhaps implement it — ^I would suggest that they do it now, 
grt it started early on. It would help cut back the baddog in ac^u- 
dication and it would help speed up the adjudication process for eli- 
gibility determinations. 

They are to be commended. They are in the process now of revis- 
ing their publications documents and forms to communicate the 
murpoM of the program more clearly. We think that is a great idea. 
That is a design team recommendation. And we look forward to 
more positive things coming from that. 

Including the family members in the rehab pr ocess — ^that gets 
back to the broader issue of case management, l^o should be part 
of case management? VHA, VBA, the VR&C people, the family and 
certainly the DVOP. The DVOP is the one that best knows labor 
market information. VA doesn’t, for the most part, have a good 
handle on labor market information. 

We have heard complaints from DVOPs that they get voc-rehab 
graduates who have been trained for jobs that are not available in 
the local economy. That could be avoided if the DVOP is part of the 
case management early on, not 6 months before completion, early 
on, the first day of counseling. 

That completes my testimony, Mr. Chairman. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Drach appear on pp. 38 and 73.] 

Mr. Quinn. Thanks very much, Ron. 

You heard the bells. We have 15 minutes. Ms. Kelli West is here 
representing the Vietnam Veterans of America as its Director of 
Government Relations. I am sure that you plan on about a 5- 
minute or so opening remarks. If we corild hear firom you and ffien 
Mr. Filner and I wiU excuse ourselves to vote and return, but we 
would like to hear you first, Kelli. 


STATEMENT OF KETJJ R. WILLARD WEST 

Ms. West. Sure. I will try to be very brief and to the point. 

WA appreciates the opportunity to be here and share our per- 
spective on the voc-rehab program. As members of Congress often 
do, I would like to associate myself with the comments of my col- 
leagues, especially the two gentlemen sitting to my right. I consider 
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them to be preeminent experts on these issues and frankly, I rely 
on tiiem for a lot of guidance and information. 

Mr. Quinn. So do we. 

Ms. WEST. Just a couple of general comments. WA strongly sup- 
ports the voc-rehab program. There are obviously some improve- 
ments that can be made. I think this is a very imiMrtant pro^am 
for many disabled veterans. It helps them get reintegrated oack 
into the civilian workforce. 

In general, one concern I had with the GAO reTOrt, and this may 
have been part of the initial request. I learned a lot looking at that 
report, but comparison of VA voc-rehab clientele to the States’ voc- 
rehab programs presents some real distinctions that make it very 
difficult to compare client-for-client or doUar-for-doUar. 

In general, VA voc-rehab participants are more highly educated 
and consequently are going to be seeking higher tr aining and edu- 
cation and more hig^ level jobs. 

Working with the Department of Labor Advisory Committee on 
Veterans Emplojrment and Training and the President’s Committee 
on Enmloyment of People with Dr^bilities Subcommittee on Dis- 
abled Veterans, we are aware that there are many improvements 
under way, as Mr. Drach said, that should show improvement in 
the job placement rates. It is too soon to see any resulto yet. In par- 
ticular, though, coordination between Veterans Employment and 
Training Service, DVOPs and LVERs and voc-rehab should lead to 
some substantial improvement in placement rates, especially in- 
volving those employment specialists earlier in the process to avoid 
training people for jobs that don’t exist in the local job market. 

One point GAO raised that I thought was particmarly interesting 
is again in the distinction between the State voc-rehab programs 
and VA’s voc-rehab program. A “successful” rehabilitation in the 
State program can be a nonwage-eaming job. I think many veter- 
ans want to find a paying job at the condusion of iheir framing, 
but some veterans may find it desirable to find voluntary employ- 
ment. So perhaps that could be added to the success stories of VA 
voc-rehab, if you will. 

Another point which I failed to highlight in my written state- 
ment, but thought about further over the weekend as I was at a 
homeless symposium in Las Vegas is the potential goal of self-em- 
plo^ent. I am not certain if GAO looked at self-emplo^ent as an 
end goal or a successful rehabilitation. But for many tabled vet- 
erans we hear often that self-employment is very desirable, specifi- 
callv because of the natiue of their disabilities or schedules. 1^ 
SBA should be integrated into this process, as well when, through 
the counseling process, that appears to be the desirable goal. 

Along these lines, I know members of this committee— I believe 
Mr. Fimer has legislation introduced — ^have been involved in the 
issue of beefing up SBA programs for veterans. We would very 
much like to see that happen and it is my understanding that the 
House Small Business Committee may be more amenable than 
ever before to that kind of initiative. 

In closing, again I would like to reiterate some of the points 
made by my colleagues and express our interest, willingness and 
enthusiasm for working with this committee to make improve- 
ments. Thank you. 
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[The prepared statement of Ms. West ai^ars on p. 79.] 

Mr. Quinn. Thank you ve^ mu^ Kelli. Let me thank all the 
members of this panel for their testimony. 

I don’t believe either of us have any questions for you so we are 
going to allow you to leave and just announce to everybody who is 
here, Al, you are going to be n^, I think, on panel number four 
and then Joe, you are going to make up, with your team, panel 
five. 

So we are told that there is at least one vote and the possibility 
of a motion to recommit, so why don’t you plan on giving us maybe 
about 15 or 20 minutes and we will reconvene back here as soon 
as we can. 

[Recess.] 

Mr. Quinn. Al, do you want to come up? 

We are back to fimsh up our last two panels here. We are very 
pleased that Secretary Al Borrego is here to talk with us. We have 
talked many times before, both here at this committee and with the 
full committee and a couple of meetings we have had in my office. 
’ Thanks for helping us with all those tl^gs. 

Mr. Filner is on his way. We expect that we will have enough 
time to finis h both panels, with questions, before we are inter- 
rupted for another vote. 

We ask, as we have all afternoon, that you limit your remarks, 
at least at this point, to about 5 minutes or so and we are thrilled 
that you can be with us. 

STATEMENT OF ESPIRIDION (AL) B0RKE60, ASSISTANT SEC- 
RETARY, VETERANS’ EMPLOYMENT AND TRAINING SERVICE, 

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF LABOR 

Mr. Borbego. Mr. Chairman, thank you for this opportunily to 
discuss with you the good work that the Veterans’ Employment and 
Training Service at the Department of Labor and the Department 
of Veterans Affairs are doing together for our nation’s disabled vet- 
erans. I ask that my complete statement be entered into the record. 

Mr. Quinn. Without objection, so ordered. 

Mr. Borrego. In the mid-1990s staff at VETS and VA concluded 
that there needed to be better coordination and cooperation be- 
tween the Ekgencies in order to place more voc-rehab graduates into 
good jobs. The result was a memorandum of tmderstanding be- 
tween the parties in 1995. The MOU calls for local representatives 
of the two agencies to work as a team in connection wifii program 
participants to track their employment progress and to encowage 
workshops which would further cooperation and coordination. 

Each state VETS and VA office was urged to enter into similar 
MOUs. Several action items were set out: ensuring effective coordi- 
nation and liaison between voc-rehab centers and employment 
services, particularly at the local level; developing proceaures for 
notifying DVOPs and LVERs when voc-rehab clients are within 90 
days of completion of a training program or recognized as job- 
ready; ensurmg that the full range of job services were made avail- 
able promptly to clients; and monitoriim all clients until they are 
considered to have enter^ suitable employment. 

Afler one year of implementafion, 33 percent of those who were 
referred to the employment service entered employment. This was 
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considered to be a migor achievement. However, it was discovered 
that while a migority of localities had very successful programs, 
others were contnbuting less to the success of the initiative. 

VETS took these shortcomings seriously. VETS’ field stafT was 
instructed to conduct a state by state review. They were asked to 
focus on the concrete results; nam^, an increase in placement of 
voc-rehab clients. The director of VETS in each state meets quar- 
terly with each regional office and employment services official to 
discuss their local prognun. Groups begim to meet to woik out 
problems. Staff engage in training sessions. In some instances 
DVOPs and LVERs began traveling with voc-rehab case manamrs 
to assist with job development. Teams were created to devise plans 
for comprehensive trac^g and reporting pr^edures and ahK> to 
ensure a smooth hand-off during referral of clients fi*om the VA to 
the employment service. 

To further the effectiveness of the program, VETS instituted a 
placement specialist course in 1996. The training helps DVOPs and 
LVERs understand the marketplace for disableid veterans and en- 
hances the unique skills needed to assist disabled veterans. 

In early 1997 a task force was formed consisting of voc-rehab of- 
ficers, state directors of VETS, emplo 3 rment service staff and rep- 
resentatives firom the VETS national office and VA central office. 


The groups were asked to suggest specific recommendations for ac- 
tion, spe^c methodology for implementing recommendations, tibe 
res{mnsibilities of each agency and time lines to carry out the rec- 
ommendations. Programs that were working successfully were 
studied to see if they could be replicated elsewhere. 

It was decided to put the recommendations of the workup 
^ups’ deliberations in a manual for joint use by all field staff 
Under current plans, the manual, entitled "Operating Guide for 
Improved Customer ^rvice for Chapter 31 Veterans,” is schediiled 
to be published in the next few months. Training sessions will fol- 
low soon after in six states. It is hoped that over 500 staff, includ- 
ing VA personnel, will attend. 

Quarterly activity is analyzed at the national level by VETS and 
shmred with VA’s central office and a feedback report is sent out 
to each regional administrator. These reports let each region know 
how it is doing overall, how it is doing compared to the national 
average, and which states need to show improvements. 

At me national level, VETS and VA stain meet quarterly to dis- 
cuss the status of the program, to examine problems that have 
arisen and to make recommendations. 


During fiscal year 1997 8,452 voc-rehab veterans registered with 
the job service replacement assistance. This is an increase of 50 
percent firom fisccd year 1996. 3,411 of these veterans entered into 
what the VA defines as suitable employment. Suitable employment 
is emplo 3 nment in line with the skills, aptitudes and abilities of the 
veterans and that does not aggregate the veterans’ disability. 

3,693 disabled veterans ratamed employment. This is an in- 
crease of 98 percent over fiscal year 1996. 'The VETS strat^c 
plan projects that an additional 2 percent will enter employment 
every year over the next 5 years. Therefore it is VETS’ goal to have 


iln fiscal year 1997, the entered employment rate was 43.7 percent. 
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over 50 percent of those who complete the voc-rehab program enter 
employment by 2002. 

I am very pleased with the progress that VETS and VA have 
made toge&er to make the voc-rel^ program an integral part of 
VETS’ mandate to provide training and employment to our nation’s 
veterans. I am confident that our joint effort on behalf of disabled 
veterans will provide the success we are truly capable of achieving. 

Thank you. I would be pleased to respond to any questions you 
may have. ' 

[Tlie prepared statement of Mr. Borrego appears on p. 85.] 

Mr. Quinn. Thanks very mudi and thtmks for adhering to the 5- 
minute policy. We appreciate that. Everyone in the room appre- 
ciates that, I’m sure. 

Ninety-eight percent increase in one category. That is almost 
double. 

Mr. Borrego. Yes, sir. 

Mr. Quinn. We are pleased with that, as well. Thank you. We 
did have a couple of questions, one or two very brief ones. 

You talk about the new memorandum of understanding that has 
been in place now for about the year? 

Mr. Borrego. A little bit more. 

Mr. Quinn. A little bit longer than a year. And in the written 
part of your statement, as I looked throu^ it, I was trying to find 
out if I missed something or trying to get a handle on how many 
of the States have complied, to make sure that there are memo- 
randa of understanding at the State level. How are you doing with 
that? 

Mr. Borrego. All the States have MOUs. We have MOUs at all 
the States. 

Mr. Quinn. Good. That’s great. 

I don’t have any other questions. Mr. Filner couldn’t be here but 
left a question, if I could ^t a start on an answer for it. 

Because most vocational rehabilitation trainees pursue college 
level training, their employment needs are perhaps more difiicmt 
to fulfill than those wim vocational technical skills. What special 
efibrts can the DVOPs make to find suitable employment now for 
collie graduates? And tins sort of matches up with what Ron 
Draim mi^t have been talking about a little bit earlier this after- 
noon. 

Mr. Borrego. Well, we do two measures of employment. Suitable 
emplqyment is the VA’s definition and that is jobs that are in line 
wiu me education that they got. The other one is jobs, just ibat 
they get jobs. Ninety-two percent of the jobs for all the voc-rehab 
were suitable employment. A lot of the jobs that our folks, that the 
DVOPs are getting for them, are in Ime with the education and 
training they received. 

The other piece is the class that we have, the Placement Special- 
ist, we have run 471 people through that class. It emphasizes a lot 
marketing veterans with disabilities to employers; so the market- 
ing part is very important. And having now run 471 people 
through, I think we are beginning to see the effects. And when you 
see that larrc increase in job placements, a lot of it comes fiom the 
training in that dass. 



20 


So we are emphasizing putting people through NVTI, mving 
them the skills that allow them to place veterans with disunities. 
And the marketing has been one area that we really emphasize 
that leads to our success. 

Mr. Quinn. Thank you. And I have one more. That was Mr. 
Filner’s question. 

Can you comment on the VETS national rarformance ^als for 
the DVOPs and the LVERs in placing disablea veterans in jobs? Do 
you have some national performance goals, some numbers that we 
are trying to get to? Can you share those with us? 

Mr. Boskego. What we have done, in line with GAO’s rec- 
ommendation that we move to absolute goals, in fiscal year 1997 
we had a placement rate into jobs of 43.7 percent for the voc-rehab. 
Of those, 40 percent, or 92 percent of the total, were suitable em- 
plmrment. 

What we are projecting for our performance goals is that each 
year until 2002, that we increase placement, and that includes 
suitable employment, as well, by 2 percent a year to give us a 10 
percent increase by 2002, putting us well over the 50 percent mark. 

Mr. Quinn. That would put you at 52, no? 

Mr. Borrego. Right. 

Mr. Quinn. 42, 2 percent a year, 10, by 2002. Thank you. 

Mr. Borrego. Thank you. 

Mr. Quinn. Thank you, sir. We appreciate your being here and 
let us move now if we can to our nith panel, the Honorable Joe 
Thompson, Under Secretary for Benefits, Department of Veterans 
Affairs, to be accompanied by Mr. Julius Williams, the director of 
the VA Vocational Rehabilitation Service, and anybody else you 
want to have ioin you at the table, protection-wise, security, moral 
support, fidends of fiiends. 

Joe, th ankB for being patient with us today. I know you were 
here most all of the morning and we were interrupted then and we 
were interrupted this afternoon. I really appreciate it. On behalf of 
Mr. F^er and all the committee, many of whom couldn’t get here, 
we appreciate your waiting for us and we are interested in hearing 
your testimony. 

STATEMENT OF JOSEPH THOMPSON, UNDER SECRETARY FOR 

BENEFTTS, DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS ACCOM- 
PANIED BY JULIUS WILLIAMS, DIRECTOR, VA VOCATIONAL 

REHABILITATION SERVICE 

Mr. Thompson. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 

I would like to enter my written testimony for the record and try 
to summarize my thoughts. 

Mr. Quinn. Without objection it is so ordered. 

Mr. THOMPSON. Thank you. First of all, I do want to apologize 
for the lateness in getting my testimony over to the Committee. I 
promise that will not happen again. 

I would like to thank the Chairman for demonstrating your sup- 
port to veterans, particularly veterans in this program, by hiring 
some of our graduates in both your Buffalo ofGce and here in 
Washington. I think that really demonstrates your support. 

Mr. Quinn. Joe, let me interrupt you for a second to thank you 
and everybody involved, Julius and others, who were very, very ac- 
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commodating to us in placing Mark in Buffalo and Brian here in 
Washington. We are just thrilled with the results. We are trying 
to talk to as many peo^ile as we can; I worked on Filner here a few 
minutes ago. He promises me his staff is working on it. And we 
will do wlmt we can to help you with that. That is great. Thank 
you. 

Mr. Thompson. We appreciate that. Thank you. 

Althou^ this is the smallest of our programs in terms of the 
numbers and dollars involved, it really is the one that it is my be- 
lief goes to the heart of what VBA is all about and our nation’s 
commitment to veterans. 

I am proud to have the responsibility for this pronam. I am 
pleased that we have made some progress in the last few years in 
rehabilitating veterans, but I am concerned by some of the things 
I have seen. 

First of all, I need to sav that I agree with much, if not most, 
of the concerns that have been expressed in the previous panels. 
I am chagmed that after two GAO studies, IG studies, internal 
analyses with our own desim team, reports from the Veterans Ad- 
visory Commission on Rehabilitation, of whom arrive at largely 
the same conclusions, and 18 years after the law was changed, we 
are still sitting here discussii^ why we haven’t moved the focus of 
the program from training to jobs. 

I can tell you, Mr. Chairman, I am committed to changing that. 
I will strive to make sure that we don’t have hearings where you 
are asking us this question an3nnore. That will be a goal of the 
service, to make sure that, in fart, we nlace veterans in jobs. 

We do have good things i[oing on. A1 Borrego just mentioned the 
partnership with DOL. I think it has been a rem positive develop- 
ment. Over the last few years, we have been developing joint train- 
ing with them. We are lookmg to develop employment services 
tiraining for our own staff. We are getting started on that right 
now, to make sure that our folks are aware. It is a needed skill in 
regional offices today. 

We are also looking to publicize what the true focus of the pro- 
gram is. There are broad misconceptions, as was mentioned in your 
earlier panels, about what voc-rehab is all about. It is not simply 
training; the focus is on employment. 

We are reinstituting our quality reviews, a practice we had 
dropped. This will help us mwe sure that the service being pro- 
vided in regional offices is up to standards. 

We are instituting new measures on how we measvire success, 
one that aren’t qmte so narrowly focused or so focused on VA con- 
cerns but focused more on whether we are really doing the job for 
veterans. 


We have contracted with Booz Allen to do a study as to why vet- 
erans drop out of the program. It’s a question, rightly pointed out, 
that we can’t provide an answer to traay. So we hope to be able 
to provide that answer. 

And probably the most compelling thing I think we have going 
on now is our business case study, where we are really starting 
with the premise that the program needs some significant revi- 
sions. We are taking all of the earlier reports — our own design 
team, the GAO recommendations, VACOR, the IG — and we’re going 
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to cross-walk these against our initiatives and our plans. We are 
bringing our stakeholders in. We are going to invite them into this 
process so that we can come out with a {dan that really will meet 
the rehabilitation needs of disabled veterans. 

That is really all I wanted to say in summary, Mr. Chairman. I 
am ready for your questions. 

[The prepare statement of Mr. Thompson appears on p. 90.] 

Mr. Quinn. Well, thank you. We appreciate the testimony. And, 
as I said this morning, and you and I had a conversation as we 
went to some votes, we are ready, willing and able to help you in 
any way we can. You have a fuU plate right now and I know when 
we met in my office; I flew in during the break up in December; 
Nora joined you and we went throu^ all kinds of uiings in the of- 
fice, which turned the tables on me because then I had a lot of 
homework to do. 

But you have had a full day today and I don’t have any further 

a uestions. We appreciate your coming over today and appreciate 
tie attention of everybody. Julius, flianks for being with us. 

Mr. Filner, do you have anything you would like to add? 

If you don’t mind, at the late hour today we may submit some 
questions in writing. If we could have them back both to Mr. Filner 
and any of the members on the subcommittee, we would appreciate 
that. 

Mr. Thompson. Mr. Chairman, if I could mention two things. 
Number one, you asked for some statistics on the program. As you 
know, the data we keep is just to make payments, so we have a 
very thin amoimt of information. But we do have a pn>l^ under 
way that we hope will be able, by matching against DOD records, 
to come up with some more pertinent information about the people 
that utilize the program. 

The second thing, I would like to state on the record that there 
were a lot of concerns about the new positions in vocational reha- 
bilitation. We have, in fact, been utilizing that authority in this 
new job classification. We have 59 people nationwide that are 
workhm as — I forget the title of the new job, Julius. 

Mr. WILLIAMS. Vocational rehabilitation counselor. 

Mr. Thompson. Vocational rehabilitation counselor. 

We have a few more pieces of bureaucratic information to get out 
and our expectation is that will be out shortly. But we have begun 
to make that transition. 

Mr. Quinn. Thank you. So in response to the suggestion earlier 
that we may have to go the route of enacting some Und of legisla- 
tion to get that done, you are saying we are doing okay without it? 

Mr. 'Tompson. That is corre^. In fact, Ron Drach said it was 
his testimony that spurred us to this and I have to agree with him. 

Mr. Quinn. We agree with him, too, but it is good to hear that 
you are making some progress. 59, you say? 

Mr. Thompson. Fifty-nine nationwide, and the number would be 
greater but we are simply not hiring many folks. It is a rel- 
atively small program. 

Mr. Quinn. Okay, great. Thanks very much. 

I am going to suggest we recess and acyoum. 

[Whereupon, at 4:13 p.m., the hearing was adjoiumed.) 
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Honorable Jack Qutim 
Rematkf 

Overaight Hearing on Vocational Rehabilitation 
Febniaiy 4, 1998 

We ate here todi^ to look into die recent peifMinance of a4iat ihonld be VA’s preniier 
benefit progr a m, Vocati nn al RehabilitatioiL We have sevenl panels fiom the 
govenunent, the veteraiu service organizatioiis and die vocational rehabilitation 
community, and I am eager to hear from them. But let me make just a few comments 
about the p rogr am before we proceed. 

First, let me emphasize diat diis is an employment p r og r am , not a training w education 
p rogra m . But, if a veteran needs training w treatment to ovetcosne an enqiloyment 
handicap, the law provides an excellent p rogr am dut ofGn ap propriate mediGal treatment 
and training opportunities. 1 also believe it is fair to say die p rogra m has been strongly 
oiticized by tte General Accounting Office on at least three occasiims since 1982. And 
rmfortunately, the cridcisins in each of the GAO iqMtts sounds distressiiigly similar. Let 
me review just a few of the consistent finds by the GAO. 

1. VA does not emphasize finding jobs for veterans 

2. VA does not know why most veterans drop out of the p ro gram 

3. Standards for measuring need to inquove 

4. VA focuses on training, not employment 

5. The purpose of die p ro g r am is not well understood by veterans 

6. VA staff are not skilled in job placement 

7. Case loads ate too high 

8. VA does not have a good understanding of die costs of rehabilitatkui 

Clearly, such criticism does not encourage a great deal of confidence in the program. To 
its cre^t, VA formed an internal design team to look at these and other issues with the 
goal ofproviding a Uoeprint for change. About a year ago, the design team submitted its 
final report and fiom what we can tell, it was buri^ in die bureaucracy tor a v^e. 1 
note that GAO states diat the new leadership at voc rdub has begun pursuing some of the 
report’s recommendations. So, let’s shed some light on some of die report’s IS wide- 
ranging recommendatioiis <m how to refocus vocational rehabilitation on die purpose of 
the p r og r am - putting disabled veterans in jobs. 

The design team recommended: 

1. Developing an employment assessment model 

2. Redefining its workforce 

3. Reducing reliance on contracting 
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4. biqroving assessment of employee perfonnance 

5 . bcreasing veterans’ access to die p rogr am 

6. Increased partneting 

7. Reasganize the VRAC Service giving die service diiector direct line anthofity over 
field operatkms 

8. Streamline procednres 

9. Identify mcsmnable outcomes 

10. hicreating automation 

I would note diat the Steering Committee whidi reviewed die design team’s efforts was 
largely, but not entirely, in a g r eem ent with die team’s recommendatioiis, vdiich makes the 
low visibility of the repixt even more puzzling. 

Judging fiom the written statements for today’s hearing, it is difScnk to get a handle on 
vrim is getting voc rdiab. Therefore, lam requesting dm Dqiartment provide die 
Subcommittee widi a detailed analyais of p rogra m participants vriw applies, 

who is authorized the benefit, vriio actually particfyates a^ edio completes the prograia 
I am eqiedally interested in the types of rel^ recommended by VA. Iwouldgready 
appreciate it if we could have the analysis by mid-March. 

Our hearing today also raises what I consider a larger issue, one dial is being addressed 
by farmer Deputy Secretary Prindpi’s Transition Commission rriiich is hxddng at how all 
of the benefits we provide for people leaving acdve duty fit together. While riot the 
purpose of today’s hearing, it seems to me diat programs like vocational rdubiUtation, 
the GI Bill and veterans enqiloyment programs would integrate more effectivety if diey 
were all under one roof espedalty widi die enormous changes taking place in die areas of 
emplayment services and educadon. Clearly, these programs are intended to position a 
veteran to be successful in civilian life, and I am very concerned diat die diqiersion of 
diese p rogr am s between multqile fiKleral agencies is preventing them fiom reaching their 
full potential. We’ll look at ^ idea in a future hearing. 

One final tiling. As a joint initiative widi the ranking member, I am announcing formation 
of a chairman’s review groiqi to bring many of today’s witnesses together regularly to 
assess the government’s progress on meeting the recommendations of the design team and 
the Secretary’s advisory group. The staffwill be in contact widi you, and I htqie you will 
help qieed up improvements in the voc rdiab program. 


Before we hear fiom the first panel, I would like to recognize ny good fiiend die ranking 
member. Bob Filner, for aiy remarks he may have. 
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ThankyouBob. Doanyodieriiieiiiben wuhtomakeopeniagraiiailcs? 


Could we have the first pand please. Today we have with us Ms. CynfliiaFagnoiii, 
Associate Director, U.S. Gen^ Aooonntiiig Office. Welcome and jdease proceed. 

Thankyou. 1 have a coqde ipiestioas. 

I now recognize the lanldng member fiv any qnestkiis he may have. 


Do any odier memben have ai^ (piestitnis? 


Could we have the second panel idease. hfr. Ron Dnch will rqaesent the Secietaiy’s 
Veteris Advitoiy Commission on Rehabilitation. Ron, I see you are doing double duty 
today. Please proceed. 

Thank you Ron. I have a couple questions. 

I now recognize the ranking member for any questions he may have. 


Do any odier members have any questions? 


Could we have the diird panel please. The diird panel is conqmsed of representatives of 
the vetenms service organizations. Mr. Dtach will now qteak for die DA V, Emil 
Naciiinaki is here on behalfofthe American Legion. Mr. Hariey Thamas represents die 
Paralyzed Veterans of America, and Kelly Willard West represents the Vieliiam Veterans 
of Arnerka. I understand diat diis is Mr. TlKniias’ first qipeaiance before Congress, and I 
want to welcome hini. His biogrqiliy shows diat he is a retired Navy Chief DP (Data 
Processing Technician). Thank you fm your past service. Chief and wdcome aboard. 
Please proceed in any order you wish. 

Thankyou. I have a ooiqile questkms. 

I now recognize the ranking member fix’ any questions he may have. 

Do any odier members have any questions? 
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For oar fomtt pud, Aisutant Secrdafy of Labor for Vdefans Enqiloyiiient and 
Ttanung, A1 Bonrego will present testimony on VETS ’ role in tiie Voc Rehab program, 
hfr. Secretary, wdcome, and the floor is yours. 

Jnst a couple questions. 

I now recognize tile ranking member for atQT questioia he mi^ have. 

Do any otiier members have ai^ questions? 

Our final panel today brings tiie nevdy confirmed Undersecretaiy fin Benefits, the 
Hmiotable Joe ThoiqMoa befim the Subcmmnittee fiir tile first of adiat I hope is many 
informative and candid diacuaaions of the challenges facing VBA. I want to personally 
congratulate Kfr. Thonqison on his appmntment and to eiqiress my belief tiiat the 
President made a good chmce. Mr. Undersecretary, we’ve heard a good deal of criticism 
of tiie p rogr am here today, and I’m lookiiig forward to your views on how to address 
tiiem. 

The Undersecretary is accorrqianied today by Mr. Julius Williams, Director of the 
Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling Service. I would note tiiat Mr. Williams is also 
relatively new on the job and welcome him to the hearing. Mr. Thonqison, please 
proceed. 

Just a omqile questicms. 

I now recognize tiie ranking member for any questions he may have. 

Do ary other members have ar^ questions? 

I want to tiiank all of today’s panels for tiieir testimmiy. There is obviously a lot of work 
tiiat needs to be done, and ea^ of you vdio appeared here tod^ have a role in meeting 
tiiat obligation to our disabled veterans. To tiU end, I look forward to the first meeting 
of our review groiqi. 

The hearing stands adjourned. 
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REMARKS BY CONGRESSMAN MASCARA 
VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION 
FEBRUARY 4, 1998 

THANK YOU MR. CHAIRMAN FOR CALLING THIS 
HEARING TO REVIEW THE VA VOCATIONAL 
REHABILITATION PROGRAM. 

I BRIEFLY LOOKED OVER THE MATERIAL THIS 
MORNING AND IT LOOKS LIKE WHILE SOME 
PROGRESS IS BEING MADE IN CORRECTING ITS LONG- 
TIME PROBLEMS, THIS PROGRAM IS STILL SADLY NOT 
MEETING ITS MISSION OF HELPING DISABLED 
VETERANS OBTAIN GAINFUL EMPLOYMENT. 

APPARENTLY AS PART OF ITS REINVENTING 
GOVERNMENT EFFORT, THE VA HAS DEVELOPED A 
MORE COMPREHENSIVE PLAN FOR FURTHER 
REVISING THIS CRITICAL EFFORT AND UPGRADING 


THE SKILLS OF ITS STAFF. 
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NEEDLESS TO SAY, I HOPE THE VA WILL FOLLOW 
THROUGH SO THAT THE NEXT TIME THE 
SUBCOMMITTEE HOLDS AN OVERSIGHT HEARING WE 
CAN FINALLY GET SOME GOOD NEWS. 

THOSE WHO ARE DISABLED AS A RESULT OF 
THEIR MILITARY SERVICE DESERVE TO RECEIVE THE 
BEST AND MOST UP-TO-DATE TRAINING AND 
EMPLOYMENT SERVICES POSSIBLE. 

THEY DESERVE THE CHANCE TO HOLD DOWN A 
DECENT, GOOD PAYING JOB THAT HELPS RESTORE 
THEIR DIGNITY AND RETURN THEM TO THE 
MAINSTREAM OF CIVILIAN LIFE. 

WE , FRANKLY, SHOULD STILL NOT BE 
STRUGGLING WITH THIS PROBLEM. A CORRECTION IS 
LONG OVERDUE AND I HOPE IT IS FINALLY GOING TO 
MATERIALIZE IN THE WEEKS AND MONTHS AHEAD. 


-THE END- 
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Mr. Chairman and Memben of the Subcommittee: 

We ate pleased to be here today to provide our views on efforts the Veterans 
Benefits Administration (VBA) has made to help disabled veterans obtain suitable 
employment through its vocational rehabilitation and counseling program.' VBA is 
responsible for administering the Department Veterans Affiuts' (VA) notunedical 
programs that provide financial and other benefits to veterans, th^ depeitdents, and 
survivors. 

Millions of veterans have diaabillties resulting from their service in the military. As 
a result, some need hdp in obtainirtg and maintaining employment Since the 1940s, VA, 
previously the Veterans Administration, has provided traiiiing to veterans with service- 
cormected disabilities to help improve their employability. In 1980, the Cmigress enacted 
the Veterans' Rehabilitation and Education Ammutaents, wMch dianged the fociis of the 
vocatiotud rehabilitation program from Just providing trairting to improve the 
employability of disabled veterans to lining them find and maintain suitable Jobs. In 
fis(^ year 1997, VBA spent about $388 million to provide vocational rehabilitation 
benefits to about 59,000 disabled veterans. 

My statement today will focus on the past problems that VBA has bced and the 
progress it has made in helping disabled veterans obtain suitable employment The 
information in this statement is based on reviews we conducted of the vocatioiud 
rehabilitation program as well as recent discussions with program (dSdals.* Because of 
time constraints, we did not attempt to updi^ information on the services veterans 
received or the outcomes they achieved. 

In summary, we found that the vocadonai rehabilitation program has not 
emphasized its mandate to find Jobs for disabled veterans. In 1964, 1992, aitd again in 
19M, we reported that the vocational rehabilitation program primarily focused on sending 
veterans to training, not on finding veterans suitable enqtloytnent For ettample, we found 
that VBA placed over 90 percent of eligible veterans directly into training programs, while 
less than 6 percent went directly into the program phase designed to find them Jobs. VBA 
program rdfidals told us that a^ focused on providing training services because, among 
other reasons, the staff lacked adequate training and eqisttise in Job placement 
Smllatly, we found that VBA placed few veterans In Jobs, For example, we reported In 
1992 and 1996 that VBA rehabilitated leas than 10 pocent of veterans found eli^ble for 


'VA defines a suitable Job as a position consistent with a veteran's aptitudes, abilities, and 
interests. 

'A list of related GAO products appears at the end of this testimony. 
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vocational rehabilitation servicea.^ VBA program officials told us that the primaiy reason 
for the low percentage of rehabilitations was the lack of focus on providing employment 
services. Furthermore, we found that VBA has not focused on assessing program 
effectiveness. 

In response to our and VA's earlier findings and recommendations, VBA's 
vocational rehabilitation and counseling service established a design team in 1995 to 
radically restructure the program. In 1996, the design team made specific 
recommendations aimed at improving program effectiveness. During recent discussions 
with program officials, we found that VBA is in the eaily stages of implementing the 
design team's recommendations. Program officials told us they are currently developing a 
strategic plan that they believe will address prior recommendations and set forth a plan 
of action for improving program effectiveness. 

BACKGBQUNP 

Ihe mission of the vocational rehabilitation and counseling program is to provide 
all services and assistance necessary to enable veterans with service-cormected 
disabilities to achieve maximum independence in daily living and, to the extent feasible, 
to become employable and to obtain and maintain suitable employment Veterans are 
eligible for program services if they have a 20-percent or higher service-cormected 
disability* and they have been determined by VBA to have an employment handict^. The 
law defines an employment handicap as an impairment of a veteran's ability to prepare 
for, obtain, or retain employment consistent with his or her abilities, aptitudes, and 
mterests.’ A veteran with a 10-percent service-connected disability may also be eligible if 
he or she has a senous employment handle^.* The eligibility period generally extends 
for 12 years, beginning on the date of the veteran's discharge. A veteran found eligible 
for services can receive up to 48 months of benefits during the 12-year period. 


^Disabled individuals who obtain and mamtain a suitable job for at least 60 days are 
classified as 'rehabilitated.'' 

'Veterans are assigned a disabiUty rating ranging tmm 0 to 100 percent in increments of 
10 percent The rating represents the average impairment in earning capacity resulting 
from a service-cormected irvjuty or a combination of iitjuries. 

^The Congress enacted this law, the Veterans' Rehabilitation and Education Amendments 
(P.L. 96466), in 1980. 

‘VBA determines whether the applicant has a serious employment handicap after 
evaluating the veteran's history, including the effects of disabili^, prior training and 
employment, and other pertinent factors. 
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The vocational rehabilitation process has Sve phases. In the first phase 
(application), VBA recetves the veteran's application, establishes eligibility, and schedules 
a meeting with the veteran. In phase two (evaluation and planning), a counselor 
determmes whether the veteran has an employment handicap; if so, the counselor and the 
veteran jointly develop a rehabilitation plan.’ The veteran then moves into training or 
education (phase three), if needed, and on to employment services (phase four) if training 
or education is not needed or after it is completed. During phase four, VBA and other 
federal and state agencies may help the veteran find a job. In phase five, the veteran is 
classified as rehabilitated once he or she finds a suitable job and holds it for at least 60 
days. 

VBA HAS NOT EMPHASIZED 
FINDING JOBS FOR VETTERANS 

The 1980 Veterans' Rehabilitation and Education Amendments made a significant 
change in VBA's vocational rehabilitation pro^am by requiring VBA to assist veterans m 
obtaining and maintaining suitable employment However, despite recommendations we 
made m 1992 that VBA fully implement this amendment and VBA's agreement to 
emphasiae employment services, staff continued to focus on sending veterans to training 
rather than on finding them jobs. As a result, we reported in 1996 that few disabled 
veterans in the vocational rehabilitation program had obtained jobs. In addition, VBA has 
not focused on assessing program effectiveness as required under the Government 
Performance and Results Act of 1993 (the Results Act).’ 

VBA Has N ot Kmnh«.«ri7.e<i 
Employment Servicea 

VBA's vocational rehabilitation program has primarily focused on sending veterans 
to training rather than on finding them suitable employment In 1992, VBA issued 
guidance that emphasized the importance of finding suitable jobs for veterans and 
suggested that field offices begin employment planning as soon as a veteran's eligibility 
for program services is established. However, regional officials told us that staff 
generally did not begin exploring employment options until near die end of a veteran's 
training. 

In 1992, we repotted that 92 percent of veterans who received a plan between 
October 1983 and February 1991 went from the evaluation and planning phase directly 


^A rehabilitation plan outlines specific services to be provided the veteran, the duration of 
services, and a basis for assessing progress toward the program goal. 

’The Results Act requires agencies to dearly define their missions, set goals, measure 
performance, and report on their accomplishments. 
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into training programs, while only 3 percent went into the employment services phase. 

The remaining 5 percent went into a program designed to help them live independently or 
were placed in a controlled work environment These Bguies remained virtually 
unchanged for the period we examined in our 1996 report For example, from October 
1991 to September 1995, 92 percent of veterans who received a plan went from the 
evaluation and plaiuiing phase into training programs, while 4 percent went directly into 
the employment services phase. The remaining 4 percent entered an independent living 
program or were placed in extended evaluation. 

Moreover, our 1996 analysis of national program data on program participants 
showed that the vast maionty of veterans in training were etuoUed in higher education 
programs. For example, about 91 percent of such veterans were enrolled in a university 
or college.* The remaining 9 percent were enrolled in vocational/technical schools or 
participating in other types of training programs, such as apprenticeships and on-the-job 
training. 

VBA regional oCBcials we visited during our 1996 review offered several reasons for 
emphaazing training over finding veterans Jobs. First, VBA officials told us that staff 
found it diffi cult to explore employment options early because many veterans entering the 
program expect to be able to attend college. Veterans had this expectation, according to 
VBA officials, because the program was often marketed as an education program, not as a 
job-oriented program. This image of the program was also evident among some VA 
management For instance, the director at one regional office described the vocational 
rehabilitation program as die *best education program in VA.‘ 

A second reason for emphasizing training over employment according to VBA 
officials, was that staff generally lacked adequate training and expertise in job placement 
activities. At one office, for example, a counseling psychologist told us that he and other 
program staff were not equipped to find veterans jobs because they lacked employer 
contacts and detailed information on local labor markets. In fact, counseling 
psychologists at the regional offices we visited during our 1996 review described the 
employment services phase as "the weakest part of the program." 

Third, VBA officials told us that large caseloads made it difficult for program staff 
to spend time exploring employment options with veterarts. As one counseling 
psychologist leqransible for managing over 300 cases told us, "with such a large caseload, 
it's easier to place veterans in college for 4 years than it is to find them a job." VBA's 


’VA's national database captures the number of veterans eiuolled in college or 
vocational/technical schools. However, several regional office staff told us that a 
significant number of veterans classified as attendirtg college are actually enrolled in a 
vocational/technical training program provided by a community college. VA officials were 
not able to estimate how many veterans belong in this category. 
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Vocational Rehabilitation Service's Chief of Program Operations told us that the optimal 
caseload per staff person is about 125. 

VBA Has Placed Few 
Disabled Veterans 
in Jobs 

'Die vocational rehabilitation program has not been effective in placing veterans in 
suitable jobs. VBA program officials told us that the primary reason for the low 
percentage of rehabilitations was the lack of focus on employment services. In our 1992 
report, we noted that approxiinately 202,000 veterans were found eligible for vocational 
rehabilitation program services between October 1983 and February 1991. About 62 
percent dropped out of the program before ever receiving a rehabilitation plan, and an 
additional 9 percent dropped out after receiving a plan. VBA rehabilitated 5 percent of 
the eligible veterans, while the remaining veterans (24 percent) continued to receive 
program services. 

In our 1996 report, we noted that 201,000 veterans ^plied to the vocational 
rehabilitation program between October 1991 and September 1995. VBA classified 
approxiinately 74,000 (37 percent) veterans as eligible. Of these veterans, 21 percent 
dropped out before receiving a plan, and another 20 percent dropped out or temporarily 
suspended their program after receiving a plan. VBA rehabilitated 8 percent of the 
eligible veterans, and the remaining eligible veterans (51 percent) were still receiving 
program services at the time of our rewiew. 

VBA Has Not Focused on 
Assessing Program Effectivenesa 

In testimony before this Subcommittee last June, we noted that VA's June 1997 
draft strategic plan for fiscal years 1998 through 2003 included measures of veterans' 
progress in completing each rehabUitation phase of the vocational rehabilitation 
program." However, the plan did not assess the program's effectiveness in helping 
veterans get and keep suitable employment In subsequent testimony, we noted that VA's 
August 1M7 draft strategic plan was an improvement over the earlier version and 
observed that it contained possible resultsoriented goals, such as increasing the number 
of disabled veterans who get and keep suitable employment and are considered to be 
rehabilitated. However, VA's strategic plan, which was formaUy issued on September 30, 


‘°Of the 201,000 veterans who applied to the vocational rehabilitation program, 55,000 (27 
percent) were classified as ineligible, 11,300 (6 percent) were awaiting an eligibility 
determination, and 60,400 (30 percent) dropped out of the program. 

'WA developed this strategic plan pursuant to the Results Act 
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1997, lacks a detailed discussion about how VBA plaits to measure the overall 
effectiveness of its vocational rehabilitation program. 

VBA HAS MADE LIMITED 
PROGRESS TOWARD 
IMPLEMENTING PROGRAM 
IMPROVEMENT INITIATIVES 

In response to GAO and VA reports, the director of the vocational rehabilitation 
program established a design team m 1995 to radically lestructure the program through 
improvements in program management To help identify needed program improvements, 
the design team consulted with many internal and external stakeholders, including state 
and private-sector vocational rehabilitation officials, veterans' service organizations, the 
Department of Labor, and private contractors. 

In October 1996, the design team issued a report that contained 15 
recommenrlations for improving program effectiveness. Consistent with our finrlings and 
recommendabons, the design team's recommendations focused on the need for vocational 
rehabilitation staff to emphasize empioyment throughout die program. The 
recommendations covered four major redesign areas; (1) changing the culture of the 
program, (2) implementing a strong marketing program, (3) streamlining program 
business operations, and (4) automating more of the program's business processes. The 
design team recommended, for example, that VBA develop an employment assessment 
model that would include an analysis of transferable work skills and a needs assessment 
The model would be designed to give an arxurate view of a veteran's abihdes, aptitudes, 
and interests and help program staff focus on employment Another recommendation 
was that VBA establish a national marketing strategy to provide accurate information 
about the vocational rehabilitation program, specifically to make clear the program's 
emphasis on employment Furthermore, the design team recommended that VBA devise a 
work measurement system compatible with the Results Act, VBA work systems, and other 
information needs. 

Shortly after the design team completed its report, the director of the vocational 
rehabilitation program retired, and an acting director led the program for nearly 9 
months. In part because of this change in leadership, VBA is only now in the early stages 
of implementing the design team's recommendations. However, the new vocational 
rehabilitation program director told us he and his management team support the need to 
refocus the program toward the goal of employment and explained that they have begun 
to take specific actions to do so. He noted, for example, that they are in the process of 
contracting out for assistance in reviewing and revising program communications, 
including program applications, forms, pamphlets, brochures, and form letters, to ensure 
that these documents clearly commumcate the program’s focus on employment The first 
stage in a multiyear rollout of a new automated management information system has also 
been completed, according to program officials. This system is being designed to help 
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program staff streamline and simplify work processes, measure program outcomes, and 
establish new work measurements nationwide. 

In addition, program officials told us they are developing an overall strategic plan, 
which they hope to have completed by the end of this month, to address our and VA's 
past recommendations. This plan is to serve as a road map for the program-it will 
describe where the program is and where it needs to go, to better help disabled veterans 
obtain suitable employment The plan will also include performance goals and outcome 
indicators to measure program effectiven^. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Despite a legislative mandate enacted almost 2 decades ago that required VBA to 
help program participants obtain suitable Jobs and our prior reports documenting VBA's 
limited success, we found that the vocational rehabilitation program has not emphasized 
employment services. As a result the program has rehabilitated few disabled veterans. 
VBA has recently taken steps that if continued, could help the program better emphasize 
employment With new program leadership in place, VBA has an opportuniQr to 
implement recommendations it has failed to act on in the past However, the concerns 
addressed in this statement are long-standing, and sustained efforts will be needed to 
improve program effectiveness. 


Mr. Chairman, this completes my testimony. I would be pleased to respond to any 
questions you or Members of the Subcommittee may have. 
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RELATED GAO PRODUCTS 

The Results Act: Observations on VA's August 1997 Draft Strategic Plan (GAO/T-HEHS-97- 
215, Sept. 18, 1997). 


Veterans Benefits Admmistration: Focusing on Results in Vocational Rehabilitation and 
Rrinration Programs (GAOA'-HEHS-97-148, June 5, 1997). 

Vocational Rehabilitation: VA Continues to Place Few Disabled Veterans in Jobs 
(GAO/HEHS-96-156, Sept 3, 1996). 

Vocational Rehabilitation: Better VA Management Needed t o Hein nisahleH Veterans Find 
■lobs CGAO/HRD-92-100, Sept 4, 1992) 

VA Can Provide More Employment Assistance to Veterans Who Complete Its Vocational 
Rehabilitation Program (GAO/HHD-84-39, May 23, 1984). 


(106761) 


8 


GA(Vr-HEHS-98^7 



38 


VA€Qi 

}^rEMMSAi»AsmyammfwoK9EaAmtmtn(m 


STATEMENT OF 
RONALD W, DRACH, CHAIRMAN 
VETERANS ADVISORV COMMITTFEE 
ON REHABIUTA TION 
BEFORE THE 

SUBCOMMITTEE ON BENEFITS 
OF THE 

COMMITTEE ON VETERANS* AFFAIRS 
U.S HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES 
FEBRUARY 4, 1998 


MR. CHAIRMAN AND MEMBERS OF THE SUBCOMMITTEE: 

On behalf of the members of the Veterans Advisory Committee on Rehabilitation 
(VACOR), I am pleased to appeal before you today to offer our views and recommendations on 
the Vocational Rehabilitation program administered by the Department of Veterans Af&irs. 
VACOR was established by Public Law 96-466« the Vetoans Rehabilitation and Education 
Amendments of 1 980 (section 3121 title 38 US Code). 

The cooimictee is charged with: assessing the rehabilitation needs of disabled veterans, 
reviewing the programs and activities of the Department of Veterans Affairs designed to meet 
these needs, and offering recommendations to the Secretary concerning the administration of 
veterans* rehabilitation programs under title 38, United States C^ode. The committee's Mission 
and Goals statement is attached. 

Ibe committee meets three or four times a year. Written correspondence detailing the 
accomplishments of and recommendations from each committee meeting is submitted to the 
Secretary throughout the year. This assures that the Secretary receives ongoing consultation 
regarding the administration of veterans' rehabilitation programs. The Veterans' Advisory 
Comnuttee on Rehabilitation is comnoitted to assisting tiie Secretary achieve a coordinate and 
comprehensive rehabilitation program for disabled veterans. 

Nine members, who ate appointed by the Secretary, represent disabled veterans and 
individuals distinguished in the fields of r^iabilitation n^icine, vocational guidance, vocational 
rehabilitation, employment, and trainii^. The Secretary gives carefiil consideration to ensuring 
that the committee membership is fisirly balanced in terms of points of view represented and 
functions to be pe r f or med as is required by the Federal ^visory Committee Act (FACA). 
Additionally, five ex-officio members represent selected Federal Agencies as required by section 
3121(a) (3), title 38, United States Code A listing of the committee's current membership is 
attached. 

The committee is charged with looking at ail rehabilitation programs administered by the 
VA both on the medical and the benefits side. Because of the nature of this oversight bearing 
focusing on the Vocational Rehabilitation program, my comments and comnuttee 
recommendations will be restricted to the Vocational Rehabilitation program. 

In addition to (he our recommendatioos, we were voy {noactive in providing input to the 
Design Team which concluded h's review of the Vocational Rehabilitation program ai^ 
submitted it’s report to management at the Veterans Benefits Administration in late 1996. We 
have been briefed on several occasions on the Dragn Team report and it's recommendations and 
continue to be conconed that the report has not bero released. We have been informed that the 
report will be released some time later this month. 

During the deliberations of the Design Team, we submitted comments on two of their 
documents titled Sociat Anafysis and Environmental Scan. Our comments are attached. 

As you know, the General Accounting Office did a report which was released in 
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September 1996 titled Vocational Rehabilitation — VA Continues to Place Few Disabled 
Veterans in Jobs (GAO/HEHS-96-1 55). VACOR membem did a complete analysis of the GAO 
report and submitted comments to GAO. Those comments are attached. 

The following represent the recommendations made to the Secretary by VACOR for 
fiscal years 1995, 1996, and 1997. 


RECOMMENDATIONS 


31 The Committee again recommended that VA's Vocafional Rehabilitation and Counseling 
Service pursue their efforts to implement upgraded qualification standards for their vocational 
rehabilitation specialist and counseling psychologist positions. The committee expressed 
serious concern over the delay in getting these new standards implemented. (Former 
Secretary Jesse Brown provided a response to this recommendation on February 6, 1997. His 
response stated; “On March 24, 1994 the Secretary approved the new qualification standards 
for the Vocational Rehabilitation Specialist and Counseling Psychologist positions. The new 
standard requires a doctorate degree for the Counseling Psychologist positions. This standard 
is fully implemented. The standard for the Vr^tiona] Rehabilitation Specialist, which 
requires a mi nimal education level of a masters’ degree, raised several concerns as to the 
impact this new standard will have on existing personnel. Following an advisory opinion 
from the Office of Personnel Management (0PM), VA created a new position — the 
Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor (VRC) in the 101 series and transferred the upgraded 
qualifications standards to this series. The VRC has been implemented for new employees. 
However, moving existing qualified persotmel into the VRC 101 series is complicated and 
requires that labor-management parmetship conditions be met an negotiated as ^propriate.”) 

3C The Committee recommends that on-going education and training be provided to VA's 
Veterans Health Administration (VHA) staff regarding the Vocational Rehabilitation and 
Counseling (VR&C) Program. As VHA's Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with the 
Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities (CARF) has a training requirement 
this may be a good vehicle to use for orienting VHA field staff with VR&C field staff. 

33 The Committee recommends that an MOU be developed between VHA and VBA (VR&C 
Service) which contains a requirement that every VA installation have a local MOU that 
details education and communication strategies (a measurable outcome), identification of a 
case manager, and proper technical interaction between the two administrations. 

3C The Co mmi ttee recommends that sufficient fimding and staff support be allocated to enable 
the Veterans' Advisory Committee on Rehabilitation (VACOR) to hold four meetings a year. 
Funding and necessary resources should be a shared responsibility between VHA and VBA. 
(current VR&C Director Julius Williams has assured us that fimding will be available) 

33 The Committee supports the efforts of the VR&C Design Team. We look forward to 
reviewing and commenting on the Design Team's final report 

33 The Committee recommends that a joint training initiative be developed between DOL's 
Veterans Employment and Training program and VA's Vocational Rehabilitation and 
Counseling Program. 

That concludes my statement and I will be happy to respond to any questions. 
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VETERANS’ ADVISORY COMMITTEE ON REHABILITATION 
WASHINGTON D.C 


MEMORANDUM 


TO: Vocational Rehabilitation Design Team Members 

FROM: Ronald W. Drach, nmitman, VACOR 

SUBJ: FURTHER COMMENT ON THE “SOCIAL ANALYSIS” AND THE 

“ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN" DOCUMENTS 

DATE: April 17, 1996 

Attached is a copy of a letter from Lamona H. Lucas, Commissioner, Alabama 
Department of Rehabilitation Services, and a member of the Veterans’ Advisory Committee on 
Rehabilitation (VACOR), transmitting her thoughts on the work of die Design Team. 

I would qipreciate it if you would associate it with the April S, 19% memorandum sent 
to you by me on behalf of the members of VACOR. 

RONALD W. DRACH 
National Employment Director 


RWD:nb 

Attachmem 
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REHABILITATION SERVICES 

J 4 >rll 8, I99e 


Mr. Ronald W. Drach, Chairman 
Vocational Rahabllltatlon Staarlng 
Design Comal ttaa 
807 Naina Avanna, SW 
Washington, O.C. 30024 

Dear Ron: 

I am so sorry that 1 was unabla to participate with the other 
comalttae aambers on the conference call. Steve Shivers, my chief 
of field services, has given aw good notes end I have read with 
great Interest the materials that you sent. If It Is not too late 
I «»uld like to make a couple of my own personal coamanta. 

First, I would like to say I am very iapreased with the whole 
envlromental scan process, I think this Is an excellent way to 
gat Input from both Internal and axtamal stakeholders. I think 
the design team Is to be coamendad. 

There Is one thing that does give me soaa cause for concern and 
that la the mention In more than one place of the state/federal 
vocational rahabllltatlon program as a competitor. I, In no way, 
view the VA Rehabilitation Frograa as a competitor. I believe 
that we can and should work together very closely In a strong 
partnership. Certainly that Is the way we view the program In 
Alabama. He have many joint cases and, 1 must say, have realized 
a great deal of success through the relationship. He put a strong 
priority on serving veterans In collaboration with the VA. 

In fact, I would like to Invite the design team to come and look 
at our program In Alabama. I believe there are some things that 
we could demonstrate. First of all, our emphasis Is on quality 
services that lead to quality outcomes for people with 
disabilities giving priority to those with severe disabilities. 
He frequently say, "E^iloyment, Baqiloyment, Employment.” That Is 
our goal. He have gone to a great deal of trouble to establish 
performance standards for every employee of the agency so that we 
can Indeed be sure that we are providing quality services that 
lead to employment. He have a simple but highly functional 
quality assurance system within the Agency. Without boasting, 1 
would also like to say that our production is outstanding. He 


SERVING PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES 


PO fiOKltaas ■212BE.SatfieM«li0fl^mty.M.3nfl4aBSS3Mn'a7|Oaf«)»441'76CI7SFK33«W>ie73 
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Mr. Ronald H. Drach 
Page 3 

April 8, 1996 


from giving full attention to the people with disabilities that 
they are serving and assisting toward employment. I was on the 
original group that developed the Aspen Document that RSA and 
state agencies are utilizing In order to streamline the 
rehabilitation program. I would be happy to share any information 
I have with you and assist you in any way in this effort. 

Hy Invitation Is wide open. I will be glad to have visitors and 
give any assistance that Blight be of value. Please let's work 
together to encourage the Veteran's Rehabilitation Program and the 
Civilian Rehabilitation Program to work collaboratlvely as 
partners to see that disabled veterans do indeed achieve positive 
outcomes of employment . 

I look forward to seeing you at the next meeting in Phoenix in 
July. 


Sincerely yours, 



Commissioner 

UlL/jeb 
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VETERANS’ ADVISORY COhOOTTEE Off REHABILITATION 
WASHINGTON D.C 


MEMORANDUM 


TO; Vocatioiial Rehabilitatioii OesigD Team Membeis 

FROM: Ronald W. Drach, Oiainnan, VeUtans’ Adviaoiy Committee on Rehabilitation 

(VACOR) 

SUBJ: DESIGN COMMITTEE’S ‘’SOCIAL ANALYSIS” AND 

“ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN” DOCUMENTS 

DATE: S, 1996 

Tbe following cmnments are provided from the Vetenns’ Adviaoiy Committee on 
RebabilitBion. A ctqiy of tbe VACOR membenhip is attached. 

On behalf of VACOR, 1 want to commeDd the Design Team for your excellent woik, 
thoughtful delibeiatioiis, insigbtful recommendations, and per»niMl Mcnfices vnn hitw madp 
over the past several months to get vfbtxt you are today. 

VACOR members have had an opportunity to review your “Social Analysis” and 
“Environmental Scan” documents and would like to oSer tbe following comments for your 
review, consideration and, where ap p rop riate, inc or pora ti on into your final report 


The first document for consideration is tbe “Social Analysis.” Although tbe pages are not 
numbered, tbe fourth page from the last under the beading “What We Know,” foe second bullet, 
“They are conceiited that VR&C is contracting out our core work. The majority of people 
interviewed, about 75 p er cen t foel we should contract employment services.” 

BESEQl^ 

There are other areas where discussion takes place regarding contracting. Tbe reality of 
contracting is that it is probably here to stay. Framouretqterieace, weknowthatalotof 
veterans would not have gotten served had it not been fin co n tract in g. It should be noted that 
one major reason this Design Team is meeting is because of Congresskmal critidsm ttarnni 
enough disabled veterans were getting jobs foUowing conmletinn of training. Part of the reason 
identified for foe lack of employment outcomes was fite VA's inactivity wifo existing systems 
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such as the Disabled Veterans Outreach Prog ram (DVOP). Because there is a national n et w ork 
already estab l ished consisting of Local Veterans Eaoplqyineat Representatives (LVERs) and 
DVOP Specialists, we believe employment services be co n O ac te d for only after existing 

“flee" services have been exhausted. We wiA to emphasiTe, however, that our basic philosophy 
is that employment is the ultimate goal and whatever h takes should be used. 

* * • 


The fourth bullet reveals “100 % of the employees interviewed want better technological 
support: personal computers, £r machines, copiets, telephcoe systems, etc." 

RESPONSE 

We stq^rort this tccomnxndation. VACOR members were incteduloiisAatdiese 
employees were not provided “sttfe of the atT technological si^pott We believe the solution to 

of Central OtB^ tl» P«ri«n«l 

Office Directora . This will assure that all offices receive the same eq uip ment and die dedaion to 
provide such equipment is not left to the wfahn of a Regional Office Director who may believe 
that the VocatioiialRdiabilitaiioBPiogD Mn is not as deserving as odier p tog iaius . OneVACOR 
member stated he was shocked diet sudi an andqualed system exists and die lack of *Tii^i-tecfa“ 
equipment was a m^or impediment to SDCoessfid outcomes. 


The fifth bullet indicatrs “1 00 % of the employees want less p^ier work.” 

BESEQBSE 

Excessive p ap e rw or k is what keeps them from doing what they need to do — raovide 

rri‘?r» ^ ybbp” 


The sixth bullet talks about etrqioweting employees to make decisions at the point of the 

work. 

RESPONSE 

We suppcatenqxiweiitigenqdoyeea to make derisions at die pomt of wodc. TUs 
decisum-niaking authority win merease effirieney sad dmdiness, reduce diedB and eantitris 
thataddno value and may even hanger the deliv^ of services. The cost oftime and labor 
involved, under the ament pcocess, docs not com iila ae to the egectiveneas of the ontonmo TUs 

MiniiMallnwttlepm fcMiniMH iniwtIriiiiM baIgMhIg itinlirtbeeMetriiMitaltiedMrwinwi. 
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The seventh bullet shoes, “About 85 percent of the enqtloyees want mote training in the 
areas of technology and staff develqtmenL*' 


RESPONSE 

Section 31 18 Tide 38 U.S.C. states in part: “The Secretary shall provide a program of 
ongoing professional traming and developmem for D qw u t m ent of Veterans Affeirs Counseling 
and Rdiabilitation Petammel engaged in providing idiabilitaiion services...." We don’t know 
how much has been budgeted for such ongoing trainiiig or how much traming has been provided. 
The Design Team needs to obtain infotmatian on die type of tramhig diat can be provided under 
Section 3 1 1 8; how much has been budgeted and spem over die past several years; bow much is 
budgeted for FY 1996 and requested for FY 1997; and how many enqiloyees have received 
training. This information should ***«»*■«" both in-house tr aiuin g sudh as regitmal national 
conferoices and individoal training through academic or conthnang education units (CEU). 


On the next page under the tide of “Themes for VRAC Redesign," die second bullet 
wants to “decrease our long-term dq i en de n cy on canttacting." 

RESPONSE 

VACOR believes that may be an admirable goal. However, to reduce dependency on 
contracting would requite additimialstaffand budget udiich is not a political reality. (Seealso 
our earlier discussion on this issue.) 


The third bullet essentially wants to provide mote access p o in t s . 

RESPONSE 

VACORmembersgeaerally agree with providing service at mofe access points. Weare 
not sure however, if more access points will i nct ease applicants and e nroll ens. Tbecurrent 
workload is virtually unmanageable and this could exacerbate the srtuatiosL By ineteaaing access 
points, you may increase applicants and enroUees. 

• • • 

The seventh bullet calls for; “train staff enqiower diem and bold them accountafate widi 
measurements of desiied outcomes." 

RESPONSE 


We agree hut r emind die Design Team that the uhima t edHiTBl IT**”” 
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Prior to the establishment of the “Design Team,” Under Secretaiy fiir Benefits R. J. 
Vogel sent a memorandum to Secretary Jesse Brown stating in part, “We have becmne too 
concerned ^loiit process and not sufBciently ctmcemed about outcomes (EMPLOYMENT) 
(Emphasis provided). 


The next document is the ‘^nvitonttmlal Scan.” These pages ate itunibeTed. On page 
twelve, it states: “We are collecting data on success rates of Chicot 31 parricipants segmoited 
by age and disability rating. An attrition snidy has been undertaken to identify why vetenns 
drop out of the Chqtter 31 p ro gram ." 

RESPONSE 

We encourage the completion of these studies and suggest that copies be provided to 
VACOR when they ate available. The collection of data on success rates should be ongoing. 


On page 12 in the second patagngih, it is stated: “Some of our cuneotniariCBts^ments 
include Chapmr 35 dependents atxl notHlisabled veterans who request the vocational/educational 
counseling services. ...all groups question vriiether we should be {noviding requested counseling 
services." 


response 

We don't know of the legal pros and cons but perhaps this is an area where contract 
services could befocused, thereby allowing the VR&C staff to focus on the Chapter 31 eligibles. 


On the bottom of page 12 and top of page 13, “...tbe national survey of veterans 
conducted by VA shows that VR&C success, as measured by the p er cen tage of veterans 
rehabilitated, is much better with veterans rated 20 to 40 percent as tqiposed to those rated 50 
percent or more. We may need to imp r o ve services to the nme severely disabled, but we may 
also find that this group is less likely to benefit fiom service and/or less inclined to seek 
employment due to economic disincentives.” 

RESPONSE 

Often times, the mote severely disabled ate harder to motivate, train, and get en^loyed 
than someone with a lesser degree of inqMitmenL These individuals mqr need more intensive 
services and motivation thm some with lesser disabilities. We don't think generalizations should 
be made that one segment of disability rating may be easier to serve, albeit data may item a 
higher success rate for the less severely disabled. Is that a result oftfae disability or the result of 
inadequate services? 
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Near die botunn of page 13, it is stated “^whli die he^iofourpanneis from the external 
environment, must decide which maiket segments most need and can benefit fiom our services." 

B ESPQNJE 

We are concerned those most in need mqr not be die ones vtdio are easiest to serve or who 
can best benefit We believe we have to be veiy careful in settmg priorities or saying diat one 
segmem is mote deserving dian others. We cannot focus only on diose triiom we believe will be 
most successful aldiougfa that would be tlK easy thing to do. 

• • * 

On page 20, the fiist paiagrqih under the heading, "Marketing Strategy," there is 
considerable discussion about likely suc cfstcs amnng madcet segm en ts . 

RESPONSE 

See attacbment #1. 


On page 24, under the heading “Supporting Data," the second p a r ag r ap h states, in part 
"Local directors vary in support ofVRftC to staffing and funding of operations. VRftChas 
difficulty co mp e ting with atgudjcatign fat staff and funding." Tina is Anther diacasaed on page 

25. Th» mrtti pmgr e ph «»ti^ “miy itneiwMM mnruwing Vg>r mrr hmmU ty wffw 

directors or central office management wMboiit the infbttnation n e e ded to make the best 
decision." 

BESEQI!^ 

The VACOR m e m be r s believe that the VRAC officer at the regional office riiould be 
accountable to and superviaed by die Dhector of Vocational RehabOitatian and Cnonading 
(cunendy Larry Woodard). Current policy is these individnals are enqiliiyeea of the regkmal 
office and are sulgect to the whhnsttfifaetegianal office directar for many dungs. TheAdvisosy 
Committee tec onim e n ds these individuab come under thejwr is dictionoftheCenlial Office 
Directin' of Vocational RefaabflitatiatL (Abo see our earlier oonunents.) 


Further arguinems fin dus can be found on page 26, where under the subject "Supporting 
Data" it b stated "There b a wide variance in the end finding fiom one VARO to 

another...some VRAC Offices have modem technology whOe othen may not even have a fita or 
copying madune.” 
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RESPONSE 

See our response on page 2 under tfae issue of enq)loyees wanting better technological 
support and immediately above. 


• • • 

On page 29, the Design Team re c o m mends: ’‘establidi a needs-based system fisr 
allocation of VRftC staff positions and place tile contiol of tile system and assignment of staff 
under VACO authority.'* 

RESPONSE 

We support this recommendation and believe this is keeping with our recommendation 
immediately above. 


On Page 30, the first bullet states ‘Tmplement the Vocational Rdiabilitation Counselor 
(VRC) positicm - Journeyman, GS-12.’' 

RESPONSE 

VACOR has long sigiported tins proposal. 

Since approxim ately 1988, VACOR has si^ported tfae idea of upgrading proiessianal 
qualifications fm Counseling Psychologists (CP) and a position of Vocaticmal Rdiabilitation 
Counselor. In one oftbe animal rqxnts, we disGass tins diange as follows: 

It became readily ap pa r ent that tfae current qualification s t an d ar ds are 
woefully inadequate. The standards for both the CP and VRS p osMoos do not 
assure tfae hiring of peraoimd witii per ti n e nt badcgrounds. The vocational 
rehabilitation and counseling service realize that many of their profiaskmab are 
not as well p tqi at ed to perform their jobs as they should be as defined by PX. 96- 
466. The primary reason fill tins ptoMem is that tfae qualifications fi»r these 
professionals are vague and ambiguous. The proposed qualification standards fiv 
the Counseling Psychologist position leqniie a F^. or PqrJ}. in dfancal or 
counseling psycfartiogy. AP^. crEdJ). degieeinrdiafailitatienconnsdingor 
in counsding atxl guidance with qiproptiate course work would also be 
qualifying. The proposed qualificttion standards ibr tfae Vocational 
Rdiabilitation Couroelor udll requiie a Master’s Degree in idiabililation 
counseling, counseling psychology, ora related field with a p pnqaitse course 
wmk. 


We have expressed concern on more than one occasion that efibrts to 
implemern the new st an d ar ds have been exceedingly slow and have caused 
considerable confusion among VA field staff on ap propr i ate h ir i ng practices. 
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On page 30, there is a discussion on ‘Design and Inqilement Case Management Teams.” 
RESPONSE 

The Case Management Team dxnild include a DVOP specialist or someone a£Blialed 
with die Department of L4d>or. 


• • * 


The Design Team suggests on page 32 die creadm of a “separate Vocadonal 
Rehabilitation Administradon (VRA) or organize VRAC in a ahnilar way to Genenl/District 
Counsel or creaie a Veteran Educadon and Rehabilitadon Adminisliadon (VER) with VR&C 
thereunder.” 


RESPONSE 

We believe this is a sound c once pt whidi the Advisory Committee siqiports. 


Also on page 32, you suggest placing the “primary r e^wnsibility £or italqiendem living 
services in VHA” 

RESPONSE 

We have beard many eommeats from VRAC citqdoyees over the years that they are not 
ad erp i at e l y equipped to hanfe inde p e n d ent Ihfiiig services. We sqiport this recommendation. 

• • • 

We have several thoughts on items mentioned on page 34. The first bullet talks about: 
"obtaining employment as a mqor goaL” 

RESPONSE 

Obcaining eeoployinent should be Ag mqor goaL 

• • • 

The second bullet talks about ri Mas i nii ig other ou tc om ei , 
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RESPONSE 

We are Dot sure that: “gaining sobriety, use of out-padeut treatment instead of bo^ital 
recidivism,”isafiiiictioiiofCha|)ier31. Inadertodotfais,dKHilddierebeanii]teiniptionof 
tiaining or if a client is a substance abuser shouldn’t tbey be made “clean and sober” prior to 
entry into training? 

• • • 

The third bullet tnllcs about counting employment and doing follow-ig>. 

RESPO NSE 

The Advisory Committee s up port s that r n c ommovlatio n. 

• « • 

The Design Team wants to “enact legislation to allow for paynterds fee an increased 
range of services such as clothing for job inlerviem and diild care for single parents.’’ (Page 36) 

RESPONSE 

We support this and encourage them and we recommend an expansian of that “range of 
services” to indnde travel expenses fin job interviews. 



Veterans' Advismy Committee 
cm Rehabilitation 


RWDmb 

Anachment 
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ATTACHMENT #1 


On page 20 of the Enviionniental Scan document, under the of Marketing 

Sttategy, there is consideiahle discussion about likely succewrs among market segments. 

The foUnwiBg views have not been shared with the other members of the Advisory 
Committee. They are strictlv mv own. 

Whb the understanding diat I am neither a counselor nor rdiabilitation qiecialist and have 
not worked directly with Chapter 31 clients in that cqweity, and I understand that this must be a 
very frustrating issue for stafi^ I must relate my concerns about the targeting of certain market 
segments. 

First, it is my understanding that to achieve the desired authority to target cemin market 
segments, legislation would have to be enacted. While “signsficartt data” exists to siqqxm the 
relationship of disability percentage and likelihood of successful rehabahadoii, I am concerned 
that all too often the easy way will be taken and we will see a “creaming’* tesnh. 

Just because the data indicatrs that those rated 20 to 40 percent are most likely to 
succeed, they may not always be the ones most in need of vocational rehahilhation services. 

They may have a high success rate without vocational rehabilitation. By comiast, just because 
someone is lOOpercentaervice-carmecteddaesnotnecessatily mean tiiat they ate most in need 
or can even best benefit Each individoal case must be looked at Petihaps tins is vdiete case 
management can play a significant role. Success can, in part be predicted by imt only 
counseling and testing, but nvwiMinB and using other support systems availaMe to the client 
including fttnily support 

There are some contradictions under the section titled “Supporting Data." For example, 
“There appears to be less chance ofsnccess with lOK and 90-100% veterans.” Yougoontosay 
your time “may be better spent working with more severely disabled veterans.” 

Who are the more severely disabled veterans if there qipean to be less chance of success 
witii those rated 90-100%. I agree tian more time may be neetUfiir those 90-100% disabled 
veterans to ensure a better chance of success. I believe we also have to ask the question: Who 
has a more pronounced emptoyment handicap? Is it the 60 percent above tite knee amputee who 
has an Associate’s Degree in a field where the maforityofwork is sedentary or a 10 percent 
service-cmmected disabled veteran with the residuais of a gun shot wound of tile shoulder with 
limited range of motion who is a high school graduate and only wndt histoiy ctmsists of arduous 
labor? Who needs tile most help and who is most likely to sureeed? Becane of several Actors 
beyond the disability, 1 think it is difficult to predict the success in eitiier instance. Whodien 
detennines and what criteria is used to decide who gets tiie more intensive services. 
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You also talk about *nK cunent process also motivates those who are beyond the age for 
vocational idiabilhation.... Do we want to motivate diis segment or do we warn to qiend this 
effort on veterans mae likely to benefit fiom services?” How do you determine who is ”beyoiid 
the age fix- vocational lehabdiialion?” Fa example, aiien I was on the Social Security Disability 
Advisory Council (DAC) we saw a la of instaners vritera it was difficult to get fotty-fi ve year 
old individuals bade to wak. This was due in part to the fimt they may have started woik at age 
eighteen, worked for twenty-seven years, became diaabled enou^ to be eligible for Social 
Security disability insurance benefits, and fiwmd that the diaability benefits qipmirimated 70 to 
80 percent of their pre-disability income. They viewed their benefits as et^tetocmenL 

Ceiiainly. this individual would be difficult to motivate, but was be a she beyond die age 
for vocadonal rdiabiliiation. I don't think so. Tookiii g at anm eo n e who is beyond a certain age 
(SO. SS, 60, 6S, 70, you choose), other fiattn need to be conaiderad to inehide feasibility, 
percent of disability, past edneatian and experience. I believe all ofthe same things you look at 
with eny client must be considered before d eten n inin g eligibility. Age alone cannot be a 
controlliiig detemnaanL It is at tUs stage vAerel believe giving the authority m die oounaelar 
by engxiwering dnt individiial to make dedaioos at the local level, a determmation should be 
made as to whether or not diey are digiUc. 

There is also some discussiai about the dual diagnosis veterans and the question you 
niseis: ”Dowewanttomotivamdiisgranpatdowespendddstiineanininotityandfiaaiale 
diaabled veterans who have assiiLgGSlb?" (Emphasis added.) Itqipeatstometfantdiemoie 
severely disabled veteran Whirfiiig |{|Qge widi d^ diagnoais, tritelfaer they’ie minoiity or 
female, certainly have “special needs.” The question again becomes: ”Do we focus services on 
those widi special needs who are easier to serve or do we focus on those who are hard to serve?" 


Under the titled, "loqilieatioos of Recommendatiana on Design Choices,” it is 

indicated "by providiiig services to sriectrd maricet sve should ensure gre a te r success.” 

How do you define success? 1 define has career employmenL How you select your "market 
■l e gm e ns " bothers me. h agahi opens the possibility for " creami ng." 





RONALD W.DRACH 
VACOR 
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VETERANS’ ADVISORY COMMITTEE ON REHABIUTATION 
WASHINGTON D.C 


VACOR RESPONSE TO GAO REPORT: 

VocaiioHoI RehabilRation — VA Continues 
to Place Few Disabled Veterans in Jobs 
(GAO/HEHS-96-1S) September 1996 

While the Veterans’ Advisory Committee on Rehabilitation (VACOR) has reached 
similar conclusions with the General Accounting Office (GAO) that the Department of Veterans 
Affairs (VA) continues to lack emphasis on employment outcomes for vocational rehabilitation, 
it should be pointed out that GAO’s report was conducted during the time when VA was in the 
process of redesigning how they accomplish their mission and goals. 

On May 3, 1995, VA’s Office of Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling (VR&C) 
Service and the Department of Labor's Office of the Assistant Secretary of Labor for Veterans' 
Employment and Training (ASVET) testified before Congress during an oversight hearing at 
which time it was pointed out that the two agencies were not doing enough to work together to 
ensure employment outcomes for disabled veterans who participated in vocational rehabilitation. 
Both agencies were advised to work closer together and show improvements for their mutual 
clients. 


Shortly aAer that hearing. Congress requested GAO to do a study to determine 
“...whether VA's Vocational Rehabilitation Program is achieving one of its primary goals of 
helping disabled veterans obtain suitable jobs.” VACOR believes that the GAO study was 
conducted at an inopportune time given the feet that VA had initiated a major effort to review its 
program and make recommendations for significant changes in order to respond to the 
Congressional direction. The GAO study and the redesign project were being done at the same 
time. Because the VA was in the process of responding to the Congressional criticism, VACOR 
members believe it was inappropriate for the GAO to start the study at that time. 

We also believe that some of GAO’s study comparisons were not valid. The following 
represent some more specific concerns VACOR members have about the report. As mentioned 
earlier, VACOR members are concerned that employment outcomes are not more of a priority. 

It should be pointed out that while the Vocational Rehabilitation Program may not always place 
the veteran in a timely manner, they have, through significant investments in education and 
training, given the veteran significant tools to compete in the civilian labor market 

While we don’t expect the vocational rehabilitation staff to be placement q)ecialists, we 
believe vocational rehabilitation staff should recognize their responsibility for placement 
outcomes and we expect them to work closely wife existing public and private resources such as 
the Disabled Veterans’ Outreach Program (DVOP), state vocational rehabilitation agencies, and 
private contractors for employment services. This should include developing an Individual 
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Employment Assistance Plan (lEAP) early in the process as well as follow-up to assure these 
veterans are placed in suitable career employment. 

VACOR members believe very strongly that effective and efficient case management is 
crucial to employment success. Case management must include the benefits staff, medical staff, 
and DVOPs. Historically, this has not occurred and must be an integral part of any changes 
implemented by the VR&C. 

We also find it ironic that GAO paints a dismal picture of the VA’s program as compared 
to the Federal/State Program (hereinafter called the state program) of Vocational Rehabilitation. 
The various state programs were the subject of serious criticism by GAO just a couple of years 
ago. The comparison is flawed for several reasons which include the types of benefits paid, the 
type of client served, as well as the definition of successful rehabilitation. 

By law, disabled veterans participating in an approved program of vocational 
rehabilitation receive a subsistence allowance in addition to having any other educational or 
training cost paid for. The state program does not provide a similar benefit. They do provide 
other maintenance which may include transportation, rrxrm and board, or other living expenses as 
a result of participation in a rehabilitation program. This, of course, is going to increase the cost 
of providing services to the disabled veteran. 

Another unfair comparison is the classification of “rehabilitated.” According to the GAO 
report on page S, “However, in the State Vocational Program, suitable employment may not 
always involve wages or salary and may incite, for example, working as an unpaid homemaker 
or ftmily worker.” This is not a common rehabilitation outcome and is primarily with blind 
clients. While these and sheltered employment may be commendable rehabilitation goals for 
certain clients, with the exception of VA’s providing independent living skills training, 
rehabilitation goals for disabled veterans are for employment in comp)etitive careers. We would 
not (in the case of a disabled veteran), except in rare instances, want to classify an “unpaid 
homemaker” as a successful rehabilitation. 

Many of the services provided by the state program are also provided by the VA. These 
include counseling and guidaiKe, vocational and educational training, on-the-job training, and 
employment assistance. 

GAO also compared the VA system to the state system by pointing out on average that 
the state only spends about $3,000 on each rehabilitated client What GAO fiuled to determine or 
didn’t disclose is the return of investment For example, how long following rehabilitation did 
both client groups work? What was their overall contribution in earnings to the gross national 
product? How much did they pay in federal, state, and local taxes? Perhaps a better comparison 
of successful rehabilitation fiom a purely dollars and cents standpoint would be to do 
longitudinal studies to compare the return to the tax base fiom each group. 

VACOR members agree that there is an imacceptable high drop-out rate in the VA’s 
program. However, this can be attributable, in part, to the lack of adequate staffing and the 
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inability of the VA to address the needs of all their clients as a result of staffing problems. 

During FY 1996, VA Vocational Rehabilitation Service staff carried an average caseload of 285. 
VA indicates that it should be no more than 125 and ideally, to do effective case management, a 
caseload should not exceed 50. It therefore falls to reason that with caseloads sometimes five 
times higher than the ideal, certain services will be deficient. Also, there is an average 46 day 
waiting period for a veteran to receive his or her first counseling session. This again is 
attributable to declining staff to client ratios and is totally unacceptable. 

By comparison, the GAO’s report “...show that almost half of those veterans who were 
rehabilitated obtained employment in the professional, technical, and managerial occupations - 
fields such as engineering, accounting, and managmnent In addition, we found that the average 
starting salary of these veterans was about $18,000 a year.” Pretty successful, we’d say! 

VACOR members also believe that VA’s Vocational Rehabilitation program is a 
comprehensive rehabilitation program with the mqor focus being suitable employment 
However, it must be pointed out that training — whether it be on-the-job, skills, or academic - 
prepares an individual to compete in a competitive labor force. 

Success can be measured in many ways, however, it is defined as being “The 
achievement of something desired, plaimed, or attempted.” While GAO may believe that 
disabled veterans who are classified as rehabilitated have not been a success, I am sure that many 
of the individuals who went on to obtain career employment would argue with that philosophy. 

GAO admits that the VA is in the process of “reengineering” and states “The success of 
VA’s efforts will depend on which initiatives VA adopts and how they are implemented,” The 
VACOR members agree with this and offers its services to work closely with the Director of the 
VR&C service and others within the VA structure to ensure efforts to improve its system are 
realized. 

In conclusion, VACOR members understand many of the criticisms identified in the 
GAO report but on balance believes that the average client of the VA’s Vocational Rehabilitation 
Program leaves that program better equipped to compete in the civilian labor market than they 
would have been had they not participated. We also agree with the importance of strong 
employment outcomes, now and in tlmfiiture. 

' / RONALD W.DRACH V 
Chairman 
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Chairman Quinn, Ranking Democratic Member Filner and Members of the 
Subcommittee, on behalf of the Paralyzed Veterans of America (PVA) it is an honor to 
participate in today's heating. PVA appreciates this oppoitunhy to express our views on 
the Department of Veterans Affairs, (VA) Vocationa] Rehabilitation Program. 
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VOCATIONAL RF.HABlLtTATlON AND COUNSELING <VR&C> 

From the inception of the vocational rehabilitation program following World War II until 
1 980 the goal of rehabilitation was completion of training Public Law 96-466, enacted 
in 1 980, changed the mandate to employment being the ultimate goal of vocational 
rehabilitation In spite of that legislative change. VA has been slow to alter the culture 
within VR&C to assure employment outcomes. 

Beginning in 1988, as a result of recommendations made by the Secretary of Veterans 
Affairs’ Veterans Advisory Committee on Rehabilitation, VR&C began to review the 
qualification standards for counseling psychologists and vocational rehabilitation 
specialists Following discussions with the OfHce of Personnel Management (OPM), the 
recognized unions, and others involved in approving position descriptions, a new 
qualification standard was established for the position of vocational rehabilitation 
counselor Although the qualifications have been developed and the new position has 
been established, they have not been implemented satisfactorily. There is considerable 
confusion among VA field staff on appropriate hiring practices for vacancies in VR&C 
throughout the country. PVA recommends that the VA should immediately implement 
nationwide the new counseling position with the attendam qualification standards for the 
appropriate vacancies that become available in VR&C. 

In recem momhs VR&C has made great progress towards improving the employment 
possibilities for disabled veterans going through Vocational Rehabilitation. PVA is 
pleased with the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), signed between VR&C and the 
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Veterans Employment and Training Service (VETS) In January of 1997, a joint task 
force comprised of VETS and VR&C, was formed This task force agreed to create a 
Technical Assistance Guide, which we believe is a positive step Once the guide is 
completed, the task force plans to conduct joint training between Local Veteran 
Employment Representatives, Disabled Veterans Outreach Program Specialists (DVOP), 
and the VR&C staff PVA envisions that a higher level of understanding and service to 
disabled veterans will be the result of this cooperative effort The only hope for disabled 
veterans to obtain quality employment is to ensure that they are adequately prepared 
through a properly managed vocational rehabilitation process Achieving this goal will 
require early intervention and strict case management 

Timeliness of Vocational Rehabilitation Services 
PVA’s foremost concern rests with the VR&C’s ability to provide timely and 
comprehensive services to catastrophically disabled veterans The primary goal of 
rehabilitation is to prepare disabled veterans to become productive members of society by 
helping them regain the ability to compete for gainful employment Veterans who sustain 
injuries that impair major bodily functions, like spinal cord injury (SCI) and spinal cord 
dysfunction (SCD), require comprehensive clinical and rehabilitative care to return to 
their homes That care, which is provided in a hospital setting, does not always prepare 
disabled veterans for immediate transition back into the work force Many 
catastrophically disabled veterans require a complex, coordinated array of services 
including training, equipment, counseling, and accommodations to reenter the job market. 
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Unfortunately, high priority is not given to coordinating the flow of these services in a 
proper case management approach 

Vocational rehabilitation for catastrophically disabled veterans should be one of the 
highest priorities of the VA In the context of catastrophic SCVSCD, rehabilitation is the 
process by which medical, psychological, and social functions are restored or developed 
to a level that allows veterans with SCI/SCD, to achieve personal autonomy in an non- 
institutional environment. 

One of the most frequent complaints of severely disabled veterans is the current 
inadequacy of employment opportunities and placement. VR&C’s must provide 
assessments and benefits in a timely manner that meet basic quaiity-of-service standards, 
and be both accurate and compassionate in their determinations 

According to vocational counseling experts, the delay in timeliness between applications 
for services and initial face-to-face counseling poses two adverse effects on the disabled 
veteran First, the veteran’s level of motivation and morale is compromised as delays 
produce the impression that the system is unresp^.'sive and uncaring. Second, severely 
disabled persons are prone to depression and psychosomatic symptoms, and excessive 
delays in vocational rehabilitation only make matters worse for these veterans. These 
adverse effects thwart the primary objective of vocational rehabilitation; the veteran’s 
successful re-entry into the competitive job market and becoming a productive tax-paying 
member of society. 
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Experts also agree that, to be effective, rehabilitation counseling and training must begin 
as soon as possible following medical rehabilitation. The array of rehabilitation and job 
counseling services must be orchestrated in a case management approach. Successful 
employment requires placing the veteran in a job that is compatible with his or her 
background, skills, expenence, expertise and expectations Once placed in the job, 
aggressive follow-up is required to address problems the veteran may face. VR&C’s 
current 60-day follow-up may not be sufficient. Earlier initial follow-up and additional 
subsequent follow-ups may be a more efficient technique. 


DISABLED VETERANS OUTREACH PROGRAM SPECIALIST (DVOPt 
In May of 1995, a congressional oversight hearing was conducted by the House Veterans’ 
Affairs Committee, Subcommittee on Employment and Education. At that time, both the 
Department of Labor and VA were criticized for not working closely to assure a 
meaningful service delivery system designed to maximize employment outcomes In 
delivering vocational rehabilitation services, case management is a significant tool used 
to bring all necessary services together to ensure a successful rehabilitation process. 

PVA believes that wherever possible, die DVOP should be part of case management, 
starting with the initial evaluation and rehabilitation plan, to assure successful 
employment outcomes. PVA also feels that there may be a need to change l^islation 
currenUy requiring DVOPs to be Vietnam Vetoans, as this population is considerably 
older than veterans currently transitioning from active service Opening these positions 
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to all veterans, or at a minimum, to those who served in the Persian Gulf, may add a 
significant number of eligible candidates to the applicant pool and will better serve the 
disabled veteran population. 

Congress is in the process of re-authorizing the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which 
contains the authority for the S3 billion Vocational Rehabilitation Program. This 
program is the principal system of employrnem counseling and training available to all 
people with disabilities. Legislation to renew the Rehabilitalion Act was approved by the 
House Education and Workforce Committee and passed the House of Representatives in 
April of 1997. Introduction of a Senate version of the Rehabilitation Act reauthorization 
legislation is expected soon in the Senate Labor and Human Resources Employment and 
Training Subcommittee. 

The Rehabilitation Act was last re-authorized in 1992 and is currently operating under a 
one-year extension. Congress must act on renewing this program in 1998. During the 
1992 reauthorization, language was added to the Act strengthening the objective of an 
employrnem outcome for clients of slate vocational rehabilitiaion systems. In the past, 
many clients of vocational rehabilitation have been pressured to accept any job, 
regardless oftheirimerest in and qualifications for a position. At part of the 
reauthorization process rhiring this Cordless, efforts are being made to create stronger 
ties between slate vocational rehabilitation systenu and so-called “one sfop" job 
counseling and employrnem cemers envisioned under job training program consolidation 
legislation working its way through Congress. 
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Problems identified under the old Rehabilitation Act are also being seen within the VA 
Vocational Rehabilitation Program PVA believes that the VA should also make 
necessary changes to bring about a more efficient program designed around employment 
outcomes The subcommittee should monitor improvements made in the Rehabilitation 
Act, to address problem areas in the VA vocational rehabilitation program in the same 
fashion. Changes must include training to secure, retain, or r^ain employment 
consistent with the strengths, resources, priorities, concerns, abilities, capabilities, 
interests, and informed choice of the individual, which will result in skills marketable in 
the local economy. Additionally, current labor market information should be used to 
ensure that jobs, for which the veteran is being trained, exist in the geographic area where 
the veteran resides 

VRAC EQUIPMENT 

The Design Team review of vocational rehabilitation found that many VR&C offices do 
not have state^f-the-ait equipment such as computers, fiuc machines, and in some cases 
dedicated telephone lines It is practically impossible for VR&C staff to do an adequate 
and timely job without necessary equipmern. Without their own dedicated equipment, 
VR&C staff must rely on the goodwill of the regional office director to provide needed 
support, including computers, faxes, and ev«i telephones. PVA believes all VR&C staff 
should be provided with state-of-the-art equipment in order to efficiently perform the 
duties of providing vocational rehabilitation and employment services to disabled 
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VR&C CONTRACnWG 

As a result of continuing declines in personnel and resources, VR&C staff have been 
reliant more and more on private contractors for services such as counseling, testing, 
employment services, and case management The expenditures for those services 
approximate S27 million annually At the same time, there has been a decline in 
resources and full time equivalent employment The Design Team identified many 
problems in the contracting process, including the fact that many veterans do not wish to 
deal with contractors and would rather deal directly with VR&C staff. In a contractor 
environment, persoruiel turnover is generally high, compared to the stability of VR&C 
staff When the veteran deals directly with VR&C staff, there is a general feeling of a 
personal commitment to serving the veteran's needs. The more VA depends on 
contracting, the less justification there is for existing staff, let alone additional staff PVA 
believes VR&C should follow the recommendation of the Design Team to redefine 
contracting, reduce their dependence on contracting, provide the tools to purchase needed 
services for veterans in the vocational rehabilitation program, and expand use of the fee* 
for-service purchasing rather than contracting. 

Mr. Chairman, thank you for holding this important hearing. It shows your concern for 
the needs of disabled veterans. Mr. Chturman this concludes my testimony. I will be 
happy to respond to any questions you or members of the Subcommittee may have. 
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Harley Thomas 


Hari^ is a veteran of twenty years mibiary sNvice in the United Slates Navy. During his militaiy career, 
be spent a lour in Japan and Vietnam with Fleet Air Reconnaissance Squadron One (VQI). In 19M. Harley 
served aboard the USS Piedmont in support oi fleet operalioiB in VMCnon. Harky speiu his final tour in 
the service with the Defense Communicatioiis Agency in Reston. VA. where he reor^ in February 1976 as 
a Chid’Data Proce»ing Technidaa FoUowing his military career, be worted ui the conqNMcr industry as 
a senior system analyst untiM 996. Harley holds a degree in business from the Umvcfsity of Virgiiua He 
IS currently employed by the Paialyad Veterans of America, as an Associate Legislative Director. 
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Infonnation Required bv Rule XI 2(eW4^ of the House of Rg)resentaDves 


Pursuant to Rule XI 2(g)(4) of the House of Representatives, the following uifonnation is provided 
regarding federal grants and contracts. 


Fncal Year 1998 

General Services Administration — Prqiaration and pfesentation of Kimnars regarding implementation of 
the Americans With Disabilities Act , 42 U.SC. §12101. and requirements of the Uniform Federal 
Accessibility Standards — S1S,000. 

Dqurtmeot of Veterans Affairs — Donated spaos. for veterans' representation, authorized by 38 U.S.C. 
§5902. —$243. 912* (as of December 31, 1997). 

Court of Veterans Appeals, administered by the Legal Services Corporation — National Veterans Legal 
Services Program — $63,656 (asorDeoember3l. 1997). 


Fitcal Year 1997 

Afchitecmral and Transportation Barriers Com|diance Board — Develop illustrations for an Amencans 
With Disabilities Act, 42 U.S.C 12101, tecfani^com^ance manual — $10,000. 

flepartmem of Veterans Afbirs — Donated space fer veterans' representation, authorized by 38 U S.C. 
§5902. —$975,651.* 

Court of Veterans Appeals, administered by the Legal Services Corporation — National Veterans Legal 
Services Program — $238,307 


riscal Year 1996 

General Services Admioistiatioii— Pr^mratioa and presentatioQ of seminars regaiding impleiiieniation and 
the Americans With Disabilities Act . 42 U.S.C. § 12101.— $25,000. 

Federal Elections C^nunission — Survey accessible polling rites resuJtmg from tbe enactment of the Voting 
Access for the Elderly and Handicapped Act 1984. P L 98-435, — S 10.000. 

Department of Veterans Alfeirs — Donated space for veterans' repfesentation. authorized by 38 U.S.C. 
§5902, — $897,522 * 

Court d Veterans Appeals, administered by the Legal Services Corporation — National Veterans Legal 
Services Progr am — $200,965. 


* This space is authorized by 38 U.S.C. § 5902. These figures are estimaies derived by calculating 
square footage and assodated utilities costs. It is our belief that ibis ^ace does not constitiae a federal 
grant or oomract. but is included only for the convenience of tbe Ommiitee. 
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STATEMENT OF EMIL W. NASCHINSKI, ASSISTANT DIRECTOR 
NATIONAL ECONOMIC COMMISSION 
THE AMERICAN LEGION 
BEFORE THE 

HOUSE VETERANS AFFAIRS COMMITTEE 
SUBCOMMITTEE ON BENEFITS 
ON 

VA't VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION PROGRAM 

F E W WAB Y 4 . 1 W g 


Mr. Chairman and diatinguished members of the Subcommittee; 

The American Legion appreciates the invitation to express its views on the 
Department of Veterans Affairs' (VA) efforts to improve die quaiity of services 
being provided to disabled veterans by its Vocational Rehabilitation program. 

The American Legion shared the concerns addressed by the GovamrtMnt 
Accounting Office (GAO) in its 1992 and 1996 reports on Vocational 
Rehabilitation. Putting Vuteran* PM is a wonderful motto, but only shallow 
words of promise, if not actively practiced. Vocational rehabilitation of service- 
connected disabled veterans, especially those with serious employment handicaps, 
is a national obligation that must not to be taken lightly or accomplished half- 
heartedly. 

Sergeant Webstar Anderson, a Vietnam veteran, lost his legs and an arm 
near Tam Ky in 1 967. For his actions and heroism in combat, he was awarded the 
Medal of Honor. Years later, Sgt. Anderson was a guest speaker at a school when 
a student asked him if he would do what he did all over again, knowing the 
personal cost. Without hesitation he replied, 'Kid, I only have one arm left, but 
my country can have it any time it wants.' 

Such dedication is hard for some people to truly understand, but that is the 
same degree of commitment Congress and VA should have towards each and 
every individual eligible for the VA's Vocational Rehabilitation program. 

Rather than a rehash of specific problems clearly highlighted in the two GAO 
reports. The American Legion would rather focus on solutions. The first place to 
start is what VA knows must be done and how they plan to accomplish it. The 
Department of Veterans Affairs Strategic Plan for FY 1998-2003 serves as 
excellent marching orders for the Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling Service. 
However, given its mission and the current workload, it is critical that resources 
(financial and personnel) are available to meet these challenges: 

Ganaral Goal; Assure the Vocational Rehabilitetion program is meeting the 

needs of veterans. 

Oti/netfv» 1: Increase the number of disabled veterans who acquire and 
maintain suitable employment and are considered to be rehabilitated. 

Ob/nctivm 2\ Provide for all services and assistance necessary to enable 
veterans with service-connected disabilities to achieve maximum 
independence in daily living in a timely manner. 

Ob/nedve 3: Provide vocational evaluation services to children with spina 
bifida. 

The proposed Strategies appear to be rational and realistic. The proposed 
Performance Goals seem to be logical and measurable. A quality assurance 
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program must also be implemented to closely monitor Vocational Rehabilitation 
and Counseling Service activities at each of the 57 VA regional offices. Therefore, 
the successful execution of this plan is critical to achieving the goal. Focus by the 
Director of the Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling Service must be directed 
on adequacy of funding, staffing requirements and cooperation internally and with 
other government agencies to provide disabled veterans with the level service they 
need and expect from VA. 

The key to successful job hunting is networking. Vocational Rehabilitation 
and Counseling Service must also establish and maintain a strong employment 
network which includes the Department of Labor's Veterans Employment and 
Training Service, Office of Personnel Management and other such federal and* state 
agencies. Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling Service must join forces with 
others who can help market and employ service^onnected disabled veterans. 
Local Veterans Employment Representatives and Disabled Veterans Outreach 
Program specialists are veterans' advocates in the local communities. The 
National Veterans Training Institute is also another valuable resource for continuing 
educational opportunities. 

The American Legion strongly believes that the Vocational Rehabilitation and 
Counseling Service must have well trained and fully qualified rehabilitation 
specialists and counseling psychologists. This will only be achieved by meeting 
appropriate qualification standards. The overall quality of the program can be 
measured by the quality of the personnel, but even the most qualified 
professionals have a maximum number of cases that can effectively be managed. 
One only needs to compare the caseloads of VA, with those of other federal or 
state programs to see the nearly impossible tasking placed on VA Vocational 
Rehabyitatk>n arid Counseling staff. Compared to the private sector, the average 
caseload is about a third of VA's. 

Staff levels should be increased to meet demand. Reducing the demand by 
restricting digibilrty is immoral, unethical and dishonorable. The numbers of 
disabled veterans needing vocational rehabiPitation should drive the resources 
needed, rather than the resources available driving how many disabled veterans 
will receive vocational rehabilitation. To those who say we cannot afford to meet 
the demand for vocational rehabilitation, this is simply an issue of priority 
assessment. The American Legion would support increased spending of tax 
dollars for vocational rehabilitation and job placement of service^onnected 
disabled veterans. More inr^)ortantly, the American people would see that as a 
national obligation and commitment to those who served this country. 

Consistent witii the view that service-connected disabled veterans should be 
accorded maximum access to vocational rehabilitation training and education as 
well as necessary employment assistance. The American Legion urges the 
Congress to reconsider the entitlement restrictions imposed by PL 104-275. This 
measure was strictly budget-driven and intended to obviate the U.S. Court of 
Veterans Appeals decision in Davenport v. Brown . The Court found that VA for 
years has illegally denied otherwise eligible veterans entitlement to this benefit. PL 
104-275 was meant to unfairly restrict demand and The American Legion believes 
it should be amended to restore the previous more liberal provisions of the law. 

The American Legion, along with many others, is still looking to reviewing 
the Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling Design Team's final report. The 
American Legion is optimistic that the recommendations will both energize and 
empower the entire Vocational Rehabilitation program. This report should offer 
observations, evaluetions and recommertdations of those on the "firing line and in 
the trenches.* But good intentions alone will not achieve success. Congress and 
VA must provide the tools, resources and personnel to implement effective 
changes. 
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Recently, The American Legion discussed the Vocational Rehabilitation 
program with the Commission on Servicemembers and Veterans Transition 
Assistance. Many of the concerns expressed during that meeting offered deeper 
insight into existing problems identified by GAO and others. Everyone pretty much 
agreed that education and training is important, but maanhtgful employment must 
be the ultimate outcome. 

Mr. Chairman, that concludes our statement. Again, thank you for offering 
The American Legion the opportunity to present our views on the VA's Vocational 
Rehabilitation and Counseling Service. 
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STATEMENT OF 
RONALD W. DRACH 
NATIONAL EMPLOYMENT DIRECTOR 
DISABLED AMERICAN VETERANS 
BEFORE THE 

SUBCOMMITTEE ON BENEFITS 
OF THE 

COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS 
U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTA TIVES 
FEBRUARY 4, 1998 

MR. CHAIRMAN AND MEMBERS OF THE SUBCOMMITTEE: 

On behalf of the more than one million members of the Disabled American Veterans 
(DAV) and it’s Women’s Auxiliary, I want to thank you for allowing us the opportunity to 
provide comments on the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) Vocational Rehabilitation and 
Counseling (VR&C) program. The DAV is appreciative of your concerns as well as the other 
members of this subcommittee and coitunend you for your ongoing review of the Vocational 
Rehabilitation program to assure disabled veterans are receiving quality and timely services. 

The DAV has long held to the principle that our nation’s disabled veterans should be 
adequately cared for by providing compensation for their service-connected impairments, 
necessary medical treatment and services, prosthetics, sensory aides, other assistive devices and 
vocational rehabilitation services which ultimately lead to employment. We believe that if the 
federal government fails to provide any of these services or prxxiucts, we as a nation have failed 
in the mission to rehabilitate the disabled veteran. It is not enough to provide all of the services 
mentioned and fail to assist that disabled veteran in obtaining suitable employment. 

I have attached a copy of Resolution number 00 1 , the DAV Statement of Policy adopted 
by our National Convention in Las Vegas, Nevada. This Statement of Policy includes the 
principle of “Vocational Rehabilitation and/or education to help the disabled veteran prepare for 
and obtain gainful employment ’’ (Emphasis added.) Vocational Rehabilitation as we know it 
today was established by Public Law 78-16 enacted shortly after World War II. From its 
inception the program has as its goal the restoration of employability. The DAV as well as others 
in the veterans employment community believed that goal was insufficient. In 1980, DAV was 
in the forefront of supporting legislation which ultimately became Public Law 96-466 and among 
other things made significant changes and improvements in the Vocational Rehabilitation 
program. 

Long before the enactment of Public Law 78-16, the DAV was vocal in its support of 
vocational rehabilitation and opposition to proposed cuts in that program. The following are 
selected excerpts from the armual report of Judge Robert S. Marx, National Commander, to our 
second National Convention convened in San Francisco, California, dated June 27, 1922: 


STOPPED CUT IN TRAINING PA Y 

. . . shortly after our first convention adjourned, it was proposed to cut the 
pay of Vocational Training Students twenty ($20) dollars a month. Our 
organization, single-handedly, fought and stopped this cut in pay. I may add here 
that the same influences which tried to cut vocational training pay last year are at 
work this year and that this Organization stands absolutely opposed to any cut in 
Vocational Training pay, any cut in compensation allowances, or any cut in the 
allowance for medical treatment and hospitalization. We believe in economy in 
the operation of the govenunent, but we do not believe in economy at the expense 
of the disabled men. 


49-406 98 -4 
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OPPOSE OPENING OLD AftMY CAMPS 


. .during the Winter we stopped the order to rehabilitate men within thirty 
days after they fini^ed school without giving them placement trainii^ and 
secured in its place a ruling which entitled a disabled man do practical as well as 
theoretical training whenever the same is necessary. 


VOCATIONAL TRAINING ACUTE PROBLEM 


The problem of vocational training was never m a more acute stage. In an 
effort to show results, hundreds of men are being rehabilitated on p^aer who are 
not rehabilitated in ftct. Men are still beii^ rehabilitated after having received 
only a theoretical training in a school and vrithout the necessary practical or 
placement training to en^ie them to compete with their able-bodied comrades. 
While government experts quarrel over the technical meaning of the word 
^^rehabilitated,” the avenge American has do trouble in defining that term. This 
organization bolds that a man is not rehabilitated until his training has been 
completed to a point when he can obtain employmoit in competition with able- 
bodied woricers and earn a sufficient sum to maintain tumsetf and his &mily upon 
a decent standard of living. 


niXAMJtP VETERANS DEMAND EMPLOYMENT 


The problem of employment for disabled men has reached a stage where it 
demands immediate consideration and action by diis Convention. The 
government has so &r utteriy failed to discharge its responsibilities under the law 
to find employment for disabled men declared to be r^abilitated. Tod^, more 
than three years after die war has ended, the government has not yet a woddng 
plan for placing trained, disabled men into satis&ctoiy employment As proof of 
this sweeping statement, 1 hold in my hand a typical letier of refaabilitatioo, sent to 
a dis^ied veteran by the United States Veterans* Bureau. 

UNITED STATES VETERANS* BUKEAU 
Cincinnati, Ohio, April 18, 1922 


Dear Mr. Weaver: 

Your course at the Ohio Mechanics Institute (Intensive Course in Architecture) 
will terminate June 5, 1922. You will be carried go the payroll until June 30, 

1 922 in order to give you an opportunity to arrange suit^le employment If you 
can arrange your employment before June 5di so that you can start to work 
immediately upon die termination of your seboolwork, you can be carried in 
placement training until June 30di. Hwre will be no placement training in your 
case after June 30lh and you will be permanently withdrawn fixrm the Veterans* 

Bureau training payroll on that date. 

Judge Marx’s statement that . the government has not yet a working plan for placing 
trained, disabled men into satisfiKtoiy employmatt** is still true more than 75 years later. We 
suggest you ask the VA for a written plan and timetable to implement such a plan as envisioned 
by Judge Marx. 

Since the May 3, 1995 oversight hearii^ the VA and the D^>artment of Labor have taken 
considerable ste|» to improve their working relationship. The VA established a Design Team 
and Steering Committee to review how Vocational Rehabilitation does business. The 
Department of Labor through the National Veterans Training Institute (NVTI) developed a 
tr aining couTse for Disabled Veterans Outreach Programs Specialist (DVOIH) who are working 
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with vocational rehabilitation clients. What is lacking is cross training between the two agencies 
and the Design Team report has still not been released The release of the Design Team report 
with its recommendations is long overdue. 

The Veterans' Advisory Committee on Rehabilitatioa (VACOR) as well as the DAV has 
long suf^rted a change in the qualification standards for Vocational Rehabilitation Specialist 
VACOR has made several recommendadons to the Secretary of Veterans Afiairs on that issue. 
On February 6, 1997, former Secretary of Veterans Affairs Jesse Brown ofifered the following 
realise to that recommoidation: 

Rccommeodation: the committee [VACOR] again recommended that VA's 
Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling Service pursue their efforts to 
implement iq)graded qualification standards for their Vocational Rehabilitation 
Specialist and Counseling Psychologist positions. The committee expressed 
serious concern over the delay in gettii^^ these new standards implemented. 

Reaponse: on March 24, 1 994, the Secretaiy ^iproved the new qualification 
standards for the Vocational Rehabilitation Specialist and Counseling 
Psychologist positions. The new standard requires a doctorate degree for the 
Counseling Psychologist positions. This standard is fully implemented. The 
standard for the Vocational Rehabilitation Specialist, which requires a minimal 
education level of a masters* degree, raised several concerns as to the impact this 
new standard will have on existing personnel Following an advisory opinion 
fiom the Office of Personnel Management (OPM), VA created a new 
position — the Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor (VRC) in the 101 series and 
transferred the upended qualification standards to this series. The VRC position 
has been implemented for new employees. However, moving existing qualified 
personnel into the VRC 101 series is complicated and labor-management 
partnCTship conditions must be met uid negotiated as annopriate. 

I have learned that very few regional offices have implemented this change and are still 
filling vacancies under the old criteria using the Vocational Rehabilitation Specialist (VRS) 
qualification standards. We must ask why and request the committee ask the VA their 
sclwdule for implementing these new standards. The VRS standards require that the candidate 
only have a bachelor's degree m any discipline or three years of experience that fRovides 
general knowledge of traimng practices, techniques, and work requirements in one or more 
occupations.** A college graduate vnth a degree not related to rehabilitation could be a VRS 
under that criteria. 

The following resolutions were adopted at our most recently concluded National 
Convention: 


RESOLUTION NO 055 

AMEND THE VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION PROGRAM - This resolution calls 
for the elimination of the 48 months of entitlement and the requirement that the veteran must 
generally start and complete a program within twelve years following determination of eligibility. 


RESOLUTION NO 086 

VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION EMPLOYMENT ASSISTANCE - This resolution 
urges (he VA’s VR&C service and Department of Labor's VETS to establish formal cross 
traimng for VA vocational rehabililatioo counselors and DOL funded veterans employment 
specialists in order to expedite appropriate and effective job placement for disabled veterans 
completing their rehabilitation. It also requests additional funding for this cross training and 
urges VETS to increase the number of DVOP staff outstationed at VA vocational rehabilitation 
offices. 
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RESOLUTION NO. 194 

EXPAND AUTHORITY FOR UNPAID WORK EXPERIENCE - CuircnUy unpaid 
work experience is available to a vocational rehabilitation client with either federal, state, or local 
governments. This resolution seeks an amendment diat will allow disabled veterans under 
Chapter 31 to participate in unpaid work expenence with private and not-for-profit sector 
employers. 


RESOLUTION NO. 195 

DISABLED VETERANS OUTREACH PROGRAMS SPECIALIST (DVOPs) SHOULD 
BE PART OF VA VOCATIONAL REHABILITATION CASE MANAGEMENT. 

RESOLUTION NO. 200 

VR&C BE PROVIDED STATE OF THE ART EQUIPMENT - This would ensure that 
regional ofBce directors are held accountable for all VR&C staff at the regioiuil office level are 
provided state of the art equipment in order for them to efficiently perform the duties of 
providing vocational rehabilitation and employment services to disabled veterans 

RESOLUTION NO. 202 

IMPLEMENT THE QUAUHCATION STANDARDS FOR THE VOCATIONAL 
REHABILITATION COUNSELOR POSITION - (See eariier comments on this issue) 

The DA V along with AMVETS, Paralyzed Veterans of America (PVA) and Veterans of 
Forei^ Wars (VFW) publishes an Independent Budget (IB) fev the Department of Veterans 
Affair s I have attached excerpts fiom the upcoming IB dealing with ibc VR&C program. 

The VR&C service recently developed a computoized employment referral service called 
“REVERE" (Rehabilitated Veterans En^loymcnt Refbial). REVERE is a Listing of disabled 
veterans who are job ready and willing to return to the worldmce. These men and women are 
fully trained and qualified to do the jobs for «mich they have been trained. If they are willing to 
relocate, it is so indicated and to what parts of the country. Tbe DAV has offered to work with 
the VR&C services to contact employer groups to jmviik a briefing on this service so employers 
may take advantage of a group of job ready, job seeking disabled veterans. The VA is to 
commended for this most progressive idea. 

We continue to be concerned about the large case loads that the VR&C field staff must 
manage. The average case load is now 290, (In fiscal year (FY) 1993 it was 230; FY 1994, 236, 
FY 1995, 247; FY 1996, 259), by contrast the average in the state vocational rebabiiitatioQ 
pro^am is 126 and private rehabilitation is 30 to 40. VA has been criticized having too many 
Chapter 3 1 clients in college programs. We do not share that criticism, as we believe education 
is a means to an end. VA does need to em|4tanze matt dial the end result of that education 
program is employment and not just completion of training. The VA has recognized that in too 
many mstances the vocalicmal rriialrilitation fvograin has been described as the “GI Bill for 
disabled veterans" because of it*s history of edu^ooal training and has identified areas for 
coiTecti(Mi. Seme of those areas include public infonnatioa and outreach as weti as some of their 
own written materials and forms, vriiich need to emphasize employment outcome. Again, we 
believe the VA Is taking very positive steps toward achieving many of these goals. Regrettably, 
we are not going to change a culture overnight The VA has been doing business the same way 
since at least Public Law 78-16 and based on Judge Marx's remarks of 1922, that thinirin g started 
as far back as then. 

We believe that to <Kder for the vocational rehabilitation service to realize successful 
employment outcomes effective and timely case management must be initiated. In a case 
management model both the Department of Lab(N’’s Disabled Veterans Outreach Program 
specialist U>VOP) and someone fiom the Veterans Health Administration (VHA) should be 
involved from the initial stages of the vocational rehabilitation process. It is often too late when 
a DVOP is brought in because the person may have already been trained for an occupation that 
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does not exist in the local economy This could be avoided by having a DVOP be part of the 
Individual Written Rehabilitation Plan (tWRP) from the outset. 

We also believe that some disabled veterans interrupt their training for medical reasons. 
That could be a result of scheduled surgery or other medical treatment. If a physician or someone 
within VHA knowledgeable about the veterans condition(sX interruption for medical reasons 
may sometimes be avoided. There will be situations when a veterans disability may be 
exacerbated 'or some reason, and necessitates withdrawal or intemiption of training. This too 
could possibly be minimized by the use of VHA personnel in the Case Management structure. 

Shortly after the enactment of Public Law 96-466, the "Veterans Rehabilitation and 
Education Amendments of 1980," the VA piloted Career Development Centers (CDCs). 

Initially, they proved to be very successful but, because of funding problems they eventually 
disappeared. 


The concept of the CDC is a very sound one. We believe they should be reestablished. 
The CDC was a resource center w^ieie vocational rehabilitation clients could go and do 
independent research on the job hunt as well as attend "classes" on how to find a job and market 
themselves. Part of the CDC included videotaping mock interviews and critiquing them with the 
vocational rehabilitation specialist or counseling psychologist. The CDCs were stocked with 
important information and resource materials to assist in the job search. 

Someone once said, “The hardest job you'll ever have is finding a job." Services such as 
resume* writing, interview skills, job fin^g skills, and employer research are some things that 
should be provided at a CDC. 

An additional component of the CDC should be "job clubs " We believe this could be 
accomplished in cooperation with the local employment security agencies, network of Local 
Veterans Employment Representatives (LVER) and Disabled Veterans Outreach Program 
(DVOP) specialists. CDC and job clubs could be established jointly between the VA and job 
service which will benefit many job seeking veterans. 

We would like to offer the following recommendations for your consideration: 

• As we mentioned earlier, education is a means to an end and should be continued and be made 
part of a effective vocational rehabilitation system. 

• It ^ould be emphasized that employment is tl^ ultimate goal of rehabilitation and VRAC 
staff should be held accountable for employment outcomes. 

• An IndividuiU Employment Assistance Plan (lEAP) should be developed at the outset ot the 
veterans counseling. The disabled veterans ^uld be part of that planning process and when 
it is identified that a employment objective is paramount and to Just a "degree" we believe 
there will be a higher level of success. 

• A "fact sheet" should be developed and provided to veterans and should include, but not 
limited to, information on the Job Training Paitnership Act (JTPA) Veterans Readjustment 
Appointing Authority (VRA); affirmative action provisions with federal government agencies 
and federal contractors; REVERE (mentioned earlier); the non-competitive appointii^ 
authority contained in Section 3 1 12 Title 5 USC; the special appoin^ng authority authorized 
under 5 CFR 3 1 5 604; and' information on veterans’ preference at the federal, state and local 
government level. 

• More work study opportunities need to be developed and provided to vocational rehabilitation 
clients. 

In conclusion I want to state emphatically that DAY believes the staff both in Washington 
and the field of the Department of Veterans Affairs’ Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling 
Service are dedicated, hard working employees wlm have the best interest of disabled veteran 
clients in mind. 
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They are too often overworked, understaffed, burdened with many administrative 
responsibilities, attempting to serve three masters, i.e. the veteran, the regional office director and 
the central office staff — they ate fiastrated. 

If we intend for this country to have a meaningful vocational rehabilitation program for 
our disabled veterans -one that should be envied by stale and private rehabilitation agencies — ^we 
must provide the needed resources. To do less is to tell this staff that we really don’t care and 
sends a message to our most deserving disabled veterans-those who are wounded, injured or 
otherwise disabled in service to our country that we really don't care about them either. 

That concludes my statement and I will be happy to answer any questions. 
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INTRODVCnON 

Chauman Qiuim and membera of tlie Subcommittee, Vietnam Veterans Of America (W A) 
IS pleased to have the opportunity to share our poapectives on the VA vocational rehabUhadoD 
program, and present our views on the assessments made by the General AccountiDg OfiSce (GAO) 
and recommendations made by the Veterans Advisory Committee on Rehabilitation We compliment 
you for holding this oversight hearing, as this is a <^cal benefit program for many veterans 

At the outset, I would like to imte that WA strongly supports the VA's vocational 
refaabflhation (msgram. Fot maz^ veterans, VA vocafional refaabilhation services may be the only way 
a disabled vetoan is able to become fully and nuaningfuDy integrated into civilian life 

WA submits the following goieral comments about the VA's vocational rehabilitation 
program for your omaidennioa Our commeats are based on the experience of our maid>CTship, our 
participation m various adriaory and consumer pands, and a review of the GAO r^ort. Vocational 
RAafaiBtatiofL- VAConfnuea to Place Pew DLsahled Veterans in Jobs fGAQ/HEHS-96-15S. Sept 
3, 1996) 


COMPARING VA VOC REHAB TO STATE PROGRAMS 

In general, WA concurs in GAO's recommendation that the VA should continue to 
emphasize pladng rehabilitated veterans in suoable, meaningfiii employment This should be the 
ob^tious goal of ai^ vocational rehabilitation pro^am. And veterans participating in these programs 
have perh^ a greater, ratho' than a lesser, opportunity for successful job placement There is 
definitdy room for improvement in the VRAC’s peribrmance on job placements 

WA is concerned, however, with some of the companson between VA's vocational 
rdiafailitation program and the Department of BduciUion’s state vocational rehabilitation program. 
There are significant distioctiona in clientele wdiich must be taken into account The changing 
demographics of today’s veteran leavii^ the military, when compared to the civilian population 
addressed throu^ the state vocational ntiiabilitation program, presents strong distinctions 

For example, GAO reported that, on average, over 90 percent of the VA vocational 
rdiabilitation applicants were 44 year-old males who had completed high school, and 25 percent or 
more tuul ^ completed 1 or more years of college The GAO also reported that the average cost 
of reh^ilitating a veteran to gainful en^iloyment was S20,000, and that about 9) percent of such 
veterans wae oirofled in a college or un iveni t y. The GAO con^ared these statistics against the state 
vocational rchabilhation program wherein 60 percent of the participants were 34 year-old males, of 
whom 43 percmt had not completed Mgh school and 17 percent had completed I or more years of 
college 


Since the tenmnation of the Vietnam War draft, our current armed forces are an all volunteer 
force, and typically, the vast majority of service members either have a high school degree or GED 
eqiuvaleot on enlistment. In ritort, over the last tiuity years, the entry educational levd of service 
membera has increased, and is generally hitter than the dvilian population. It only stands to reascm 
that vetoans gntering the VA’s vocational i^rabilhation program may have higher educational and 
training needa/goab than their civilian counteq)art8. Also, in addition to the ardors of boot camp and 
initial acceason training, the average veteran has completed entry-level skin and apprentice training 
in a military occupational spedalty prior to separation from the service As a result, it is not 
unreasonable that veterans in vocational rehabilrtation have unique vocational goals beyond those of 
tbdr dvilian cohorts. 

The GAO also reports that the percentage of vegans participating in vocational rehabilitation 
with disabilities of 50 p er c e u t or more has declined, while the percentage of veterans with disalnlities 
of 10 and 20 percoit has increased. A^un, this trend is not unexpected since fewer veterans today 
have been exposed to extreme and extended confoat and its conconiitaiit risk of severe physical and 
psychological disability Moreover, tiie 12 year eligibility period has long since passed for most 
severely disabled Vietnam-era veterans 

With these differences in program partidpaots and needs, it is natural that VA and state 
programs will have some distinctions in outcomes as wdl Therefore a dollar-for-doUar or client-to- 
client comparison is not entirely reflective of the program effectiveness 
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STEPS FORWARD ON GOAL OF EMPLOYMENT 

Tbrough our work with the Department of Labor (DOL) Advisory Committee on Veterans 
Employment and Training, as well as the President’s Committee on Employment of People with 
Disaiahties, Subcomouttee on Disabled Veterans (SODV), we are well aware of the reladvdy poor 
emii^oyinent rates of vocational rehabilitation participants. And we are confident that ongoing efforts 
by the agoicy will lead to measurable improvement 

We are confident that the VA is moving in the right direction. The GAO reports that 
perceotage wise, fiewei veterans ire dropping out of the vocational rehabUitation program, and more 
are being rehabilitated. By any measure, the VA is making progress in improving the vocational 
rdiabilHation program, and their reengmeering efforts should reap tan^ble braefits in the near term 
Accordingly, the WA does not foresee a need for implementiog major statutory changes to the 
present VA vocational rehabUitation program 

One of the most significant and most logical steps already underway is VR&C*s initiative to 
start the exqiloyiiient counseling prior to and along whh the education/training goal setting m phase 
to of the program. By examimzig eo^foymeot goals and posstbilities at the outset, certain foUiles can 
be avoided. For exan^ile, whoi counseling a veteran participant who has no detire to relocate for 
post'training employment, it makes perfect sense to set a goal triiicfa complements the local job 
market. Better plW^ to avoid resource investment in unattainable onployment goals will certa^ 
improve the VRAC program. 

One way of meeting this en^iloymem goal planning objective is the involvement of DOL’s 
Disabled Veterans’ Outreach Program qiecialists (DVOP) and Local Veterans’ Employment 
Representatives (LVER) in the VRAC process and at a much earlier point These employment 
services personnd can be a valuable resource to the VR&C programs and to individual participants 
in both planning and placenmt And it only makes sense that service providers in these pro^ams 
would make referrals back and forth. Job ready (or nearly ready) veterans should be referred by 
VR&C to the DVOPs and LVERs. And veterans seeking DVOP and LVER employment asti, stance 
who are assessed to need educahon/training should be refisrred to VR&C 

From our perspective, it is lo^cal to have these two programs closriy integrated to manage 
individual veterans’ cases. Because of fiscal constraints, it doesn’t make sense to have the VR&C 
program create an eotirdy separate oi^iloyment services system to meet the employment goal 
Ratto, by coordinating case management between the two programs, the goal will be more easify 
iiftaitwri and without needless dqiUcation of services Another GAO report, Vgsenina’ Employment 
irndTraminy Pmvidedhv 1 jhnr IVpartmirt PmormiM Oct 17, 1997), 

indicates that 70 p erc e nt of DVOPs and 60 percent LVERs surveyed do serve VR&C clients, but the 
raimkcra served are quite snill, and it seems service doesn’t be£pn until VR&C education%aining is 
completed 

DVOPs and LVQts can assist with goal setting by helping to assess the job msrket and 
(Uaiifying tranuDg needs for ^lecific employment fields And starting the placement process before 
the dieot completes the V^C training con^oent, rather than waiting until the veteran is ‘^job 
ready,” many veterans may be able to move fiom VR&C phase three (trainin^education) dire^y 
tfarou^ phase fisur (employment services) to phase five (reh^ilitation) almost seamlessly GAO did 
note impro vement in this coordination since the tigning of a memorandum of understanding (MOU) 
between the two agencies in Aug^ 1995. 

One pmnt raised m the GAO repmt, which was of paiticular interest, is the feet that under the 
state vocaticmal rehabilhation [vogram, a suitable job can Ire a nonwage-eaming poaitioa Tfai' raises 
another — often very diffii^t -< dedtion fe^ by many disabled veterans as they approach 
ea^iloymeiit Many veterans are able to support themselves and their fiunilies through VA and other 
disability boiefits or other means As such, th^ may not find it financiall y necessary to obtam 
compensated work. Yet, they might want to make contributions through volunteer work or other 
activities. To be successfully “rehabilhated” under the VR&C program, participants must find gainful 
(w^ earning) eo^loyment Whereas that m^ not be the true, personti objective of some vetoans. 
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who can nonetheless benefit substantiaUy fiom and make greater societal contributions because of the 
VR&C benefits program. 

WA fully endorses the recommendations made by the Veterans Advisory Committee on 
Rehabilitation ^or improving the VA’s vocational rehabilitation program. In particular, and for the 
reasons sited above, we believe h is very important that the cooperative work between DOL’s 
Veterans Employment and Training Service and VA’s Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling 
Program be extended. It seems that the level and successfiilness of this interagency coordination 
varies a great deal fi'om geographic area to area. Joint training of service providers through the 
National Veterans Training Institute (NVTT) would have substantial benefits. 


CONCLUSION 

As discussed previously, WA fully supports this program and is ready to work with the VA 
and Congress to improve the VA’s vocational rehabilitation program. The program is a viable and 
much needed benefit for many veterans. Despite the questionable validity of the comparing VA and 
state vocational rehabilitation programs, WA supports the GAO’s and Advisory Committee’s 
recommendatioos for improving the vocational rehabilitation program 
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Kelli Willard West joined the WA government relations department in 1993, aAer serving 
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home state of Iowa. As WA Legislative Assistant and subsequently Deputy Director for 
Government Relations, her areas of responsibility included health care. Agent Orange, PTSD and 
related issues. In October 1995, she was promoted to her current position as Director of Government 
Relations. 

West is responsible for coordinating WA government relations and legislative activities, 
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coordinatorsinsiqsporttti'nationalWA advocacy goals; and keeping the general WA membership 
informed through reports in The WA Veteran 

Kelli received her B. A in Global Studies from the University of Iowa. She resides in 
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The national organization Vietnam Vetoans of America, Inc. (WA) is a non-profit veterans 
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services through its Veterans Benefits Program (Service Representatives). This is also true of the 
previous two fiscal years. 
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Mr. Chairman and Distinguished Members of the Subcommittee: 

Thank you for this opportunity to share with you the good work that the Veterans’ Employment 
and Training Service (VETS) at the Department of Labor (DOL) and the Department of Veterans 
Affairs (VA) are doing together for our Nations’ disabled veterans. I want to share with you our 
progress to date and plans to improve performance nationwide. 

Although many people, including active duty personnel and veterans, consider Vocational 
Rehabilitation & Counseling (VR&C) to be solely a training program, primarily it is an 
employment program and thus directly involves VETS and the Disabled Veteran Outreach 
Program (DVOP) specialists and Local Veterans Employment Representatives (TVER) funded 
by the Department of Labor. 

In 1989, VA and DOL entered into an agreement calling for more cooperation between the 
parties, to unprove networking efforts in the field, and to establish management information 
systems to enable accurate reporting of performance. This agreement called for a team approach 
to job development and placement for veterans completing only the training component of the 
program. 

In the mid- I990’s, staff at VETS and VA concluded that there needed to be better coordination 
and cooperation between the agencies in order to place more VA vocational rehabilitation 
graduates into good jobs. The staffs met and discussed what needed to be done. The result of 
these discussions was a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the parties signed on 
August 1 , 1 995. The MOU calls for local representatives of the two agencies to work as a team in 
connection with participants in the area of job development and placement beginning no later 
than 90 days prior to the projected completion of the training portion of the VA program or with 
those program participants recognized as being job ready, to create and maintain information 
systems that would allow the parties to track their employment progress, and to encourage 
workshops and similar settings which would promote new ideas and further cooperation and 
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coordination between the parties. 

A Veterans’ Program Letter (VPL) notified the State Employment Security Agencies (SESAs) 
and VETS staff of the provisions of the MOU, and each state VETS and VA office was urged to 
enter into similar MOUs, delineating file responsibilities of the local parties and setting out 
reporting requirements. Implementation of tracking and reporting requirements commenced on 
October 1 , 1995. Several action items were set out: (1) ensuring the establishment of effective 
coordination and liaison actions between all VR&C stations and SESAs, particularly at the local 
level; (2) developing procedures for notifying DVOPs and LVERs when VR&C clients are 
within 90 days of completion of a training program or recognized as job ready; (3) ensuring that 
the full range of job services are made available promptly to VR&C clients; and (4) monitonng 
all clients until they are considered to have entered suitable employment. 

After one year of implementation, VETS was able to report that 33 % of those who were referred 
to the SESAs for employment assistance entered employment. This was considered to be a 
major achievement. However, when the data was looked at in depth, it was discovered that 
while a majority of localities had very successful programs, others were conbibuting less to the 
success of the initiative. Some States had not formalized the State MOU, and VETS, VA and 
SESA staff were not cooperating on the local level. 

VETS took these shortcomings seriously. Dissatisfaction with the unevenness in improvement 
led to notification of VETS field staff to conduct a thorough and comprehensive state-by-state 
review of the relationship between the Vocational Rehabilitation & Counselmg persoimel, 

SESAs and VETS in each the ten VETS’ regions. They were asked to focus on the concrete 
results produced from the relationship betweoi the Agencies; namely, an increase in placement 
of VR&C clients. Those States that had not entered into State MOUs were required to provide a 
status report with a follow-up report, plus a copy of the signed MOU once completed. VA 
Central Office simultaneously requested similar information from its field staff. In States with 
more than one VA Regional Office, a separate MOU exists with each Regional Office. The 
Director of VETS in each State meets quarterly with each Regional Office and SESA officials to 
discuss their local VR&C program. In some States, local DVOPs and LVERs are invited to give 
the staffs their input on how the program is working in their region. 

In most States, the MOUs have also led to a new and valuable exchange of information. Some 
clients referred to the SESAs by the VR&C program never registered at an employment office, 
and those people were omitted fiom the reporting system. However, as a result of the State 
MOUs, States are now sharing employment and wage information collected fiom Unemployment 
Insurance wage records with VA, allowing VA to track down clients who had failed to register at 
the employment office. When these former clients are found to be employed, VA is now able to 
close the applicable case files. 

Much good news came out of this review. Groups began to meet regularly to work out problems. 
Staff members fiom all the agencies, including the SESAs, engaged in training sessions 
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Personnel were designated as points of contact. In some instances, DVOPs/LVERs began 
traveling with VK&C case managers to assist with job development DVOPs/LVERs became 
members of VA/Contractor advisory boards. Teams were created to devise plans for 
comprehensive tracking and reporting procedures, and also to ensure a smooth “handoff” during 
referral of VR&C clients fiom the VA to the SESAs. 

However, this review made it clear that there was still room for improvement There were 
significant dif>erences in the way that each agency envisioned reaching the ultimate goal of 
successful job placsnent and adjustment to employment for disabled veterans, without 
duplication, fragmentation or delay in the services provided. There were disconnects m the 
language used in reporting and disagreements between SESAs and VR&C officers concerning 
DVOP specialists out-stationed to VR&C locations with regard to lines of authority. These 
ongoing problems led VETS and VA National Office staff to issue directives to their local staffs 
askmg for mutual validation of local referral and placement activity data, and instmctions to 
continue to work to improve the relationship between the patties. 

To better ensure coordination and cooperation between the parties on the ground, DVOPs were 
assigned to the VA Regional Offices, particularly those with VR&C programs. Every State, 
Washington, DC, and Puerto Rico now have a DVOP out-stationed at VA VR&C locations. 
Whether the DVOP is out-stationed full or part-time depends on the case load of the applicable 
VA center. 

To further the effectiveness of the program, VETS contracted with the National Veterans’ 
Training Instimte to begin an “Employment Assistance Basic Course for Vocational 
Rehabilitation & Counseling Service Clients” in 1996. This was a joint effort by both VA and 
DOL/VETS and was designed to tram the staffs of both Agencies dnectly involved with the 
VR&C process. Lack of funds severely limited attendance by VA staff. Those DVOPs with the 
heaviest VR&C client caseloads were the first to receive this training. The training helps DVOPs 
and LVERs understand the marketplace for disabled veterans, enhances the umque skills needed 
to assist disabled veterans, and provides a basic understanding of the general policies and 
procedures of the VR&C Service. 

As a further outcome of this review, it was determined that an in-depth brainstorming session 
was needed to come to grips with the persistent problems. An In Process Review (IPR) of the 
workings of the MOU was held in February 1997. A task force was formed consisting of five 
VR & C officers, five State Directors of VETS (DVET), five SESAs staff, and representatives 
fiom the VETS National office and VA Central Office. Over 1 SO issues, concerns and problems 
were raised the first day of the first meeting. The remaimng two days of the meeting were spent 
working on three key items: roles and responsibilines, communication (including marketing), 
and tracking and reporting. 

Working groups wrestled with each of these three areas, determining the best way to deal with 
them on a nationwide scale. The groups were asked to suggest specific recommendations for 
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action, specific methodology for implementing recommendations, the responsibilities of each 
agency and timelines to catty out the tecommendations. Programs that were working 
successfully were studied to see if they could be reheated elsewhere. It was decided to put the 
recottunendafions of the woridng groins’ deliberations in a manual, for joint use by all field staff 
involved with the VR&C program. The working groups were given additional instructions over 
the next few months as additional information came into play and it was decided that follow-on 
training based on the manual should be implemented. Under current plans, the manual, entitled 
Operating Guide for Improved Customer Service for Chanter 31 Veterans is scheduled to be 
published in the next few months, after approval by VETS and VA. Training sessions will 
follow soon after. It is hoped that over SOO VR&C officers and case managers, SESA persotmel, 
DVETS and Assistant D^TS, and DVOPs/LVERs designated as central points of contact who 
have not already attended the VR&C Placement Specialist Course given by the National 
Veterans’ Training Institute, will attend. 

VETS field staff report VR&C activity every quarter, with data elements in a format mutually 
agreed to by VETS and VA. The activity is analyzed at the national level by VETS, and shared 
with VA Central Office, and a Feedback Rqrort is sent out to each Regional Administrator of 
VETS concerning the VR&C activity within his individual region. These Reports let the Region 
know how it is doing overall, how it is doing compared to the national average, and which states 
need to show improvemenL Regional Administrators are directed to respond to the VETS 
National Office on all anomalies on the Feedback Reports. In addition, they are encouraged to 
provide success stories that illustrate the ultimate goal of successful job placement and 
adjustment to employment for disabled veterans. 

At the national level, VETS and VA staff meet on a regular basis to discuss the status of the 
program, to examine problems that have arisen and to make tecommendations. In addition to the 
regularly scheduled meetings, the staffs get together whenever an issue arises that requires 
immediate attention. 

Although there are some states that ate not matching the success of their sister states, progress is 
being made. In West Virginia, for example, prior to the MOU, the VR&C staff almost 
exclusively contracted out the employment services needed for those who completed the 
program. Because of the new working relationship between VA and DVOP staff, the VR&C 
programs in West Virginia now refer 100% of the veterans to the SESAs for placement in jobs. 
Contractors are only engaged for the most difficult cases, to assist the DVOP or LVER. In 
Virgima, where there have been persistent problems, the former VETS’ lead for the VR&C 
program in the National Office is now an Assistant State Director aid is personally involved in 
assessing the current relationship between the VA VR&C and the Virginia Employment 
Commission and what actions are required to turn this program around. 
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During Fiscal Year (FY) 1997: 

* 8,4S2 disabled veterans, determined to be job ready, were referred fiom the VR&C 
program and registered with the job service for placement assistance by DVOPs and 
LVER. This is an increase of 50% fiom FY 1996 (5,631 veterans). 

* 3,41 1 disabled veterans entered into what the VA defines as “suitable employment.” 
Suitable employment is employment in line with the skills, aptitude and abilities of the 
veterans and that does not aggravate the veteran’s disability. 

* 3,693 disabled veterans were either directly placed in positions or obtained employment 
through DVOP/LVER assistance. This is an increase of 98% over the Fiscal Y ear 1 996 
number (1,863 veterans). 

* The entered employment rate for Chapter 31 disabled veterans in FY 1996 was 33%. In 
FY 1997, this entered employment rate was increased by 10%, to 43.7%. 

The VETS’ Strategic Plan projects that an additional 2% of disabled veterans who have been 
determined by VA VR&C to be job ready, referred to and registered with the employment 
service, will enter employment every year over the next five years. Therefore, it is VETS’ goal 
to have over 50% of those who complete the VR&C program enter employment by 2002. As the 
VA works to increase the number of disabled veterans who receive assistance through VR&C 
and then move smoothly into suitable employmoit, VETS’ has gathered the resources necessary 
to handle 10,000 referrals a year fiom the VR&C program. 

I am very pleased with the progress that VETS and VA have made together to make the 
Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling program an integral part of VETS’ mandate to provide 
training and employment to our Nation’s veterans. Continual vigilance will be needed and 
provided to ensure that there is continued improvement based on the progress made quarter by 
quarter over the last two years. I am confident that our joint effort, on behalf of disabled 
veterans, will provide the success we are truly capable of achieving. 
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Mr. Chairman and Members of the Subcommittee. 

It Is a pleasure to appear before the Subcommittee today to discuss 
initiatives that are improving the administration of the Department of Veterans 
Affairs (VA) Vocational Rehabilitation Program for service disabled veterans. 

This program has faced many challenges in recent years. While we have 
successfully addressed many of them, we know we need to do much more. 

We recognize that we have many things to accomplish if we are going to 
improve the program to the point where we are meeting all our veterans' needs 
and stakeholders' concerns. We also realize that we have a history in which our 
actions may not have been as responsive as they could have been in addressing 
criticisms or recommendations by organizations such as the General Accounting 
Office (GAO) and the Veterans' Advisory Committee on Rehabilitation (VACOR) 
While acknowledging these shortcomings, I am pleased to be able to tell 
you what we are doing to meet criticisms and to further improve this critically 
important program. When I assumed the leadership of the Veterans Benefits 
Administration a few months ago, I was familiar with the GAO reports and.the 
Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling (VR&C) Service's responses to GAO 
recommendations for program improvement. Therefore, I will begin by 
discussing our progress in addressing recommendations GAO has made. Then I 
will bring you up to date on implementation of Government Performance and 
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Results Act (GPRA) outcomes and measurements for the VA Vocational 
Rehabilitation Program. Finally, I will comment on recent recommendations that 
VACOR has proposed. 

Mr. Chairman, as you know, the primary purpose of the VA Vocational 
Rehabilitation Program is to help service-connected disabled veterans get and 
keep suitable employment or to achieve the maximum independence in daily 
living. A statutory charrge to this program in October 1980 focused us on 
employment as the goal. Training, counseling, rehabilitation, job placement, and 
other services should support a suitable employment outcome. We directed 
increased attention on such activities as employment services and the 
examination of existing and transferable work skills. We trained our staff 
members; we developed regulations and procedural manuals; and we regularly 
conducted oversight surveys of the program. Despite these activities, we 
recognize that we still have a large challenge ahead of us to get our staff 
members to focus more on employment services. 

We have made progress, however, in the employment area. In FY 1992, 
we began to increasingly emphasize suitable employment i e.; employment that 
is consistent with the veteran's interest, aptitudes and abilities. By FY 1995, 
6,075 disabled veterans achieved suitable employment through this program, an 
increase of 33 percent over the preceding year. In FY 1996, the number of 
disabled veterans achieving suitable employment rose to 7,199 — an increase of 
19 percent over FY 1995. Most recently, in FY 1997, 8,398 disabled veterans 
entered suitable employment — an increase of 18 percent over FY 1996. I would 
like to point out that these suitably rehabilitated veterans in this most recently 
completed fiscal year represent a 166% increase over the number of such 
rehabilitated veterans in FY 1992, the year GAO first recommended that VR&C 
needed to improve its employment placements for Vocational Rehabilitation 
Program participants 

One of the resources we are increasingly using in our efforts to identify 
employment opportunities for veterans in our program is the Veterans' 
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Employment and T raining Service (VETS) of the Department of Labor (DOL). 

We have developed an effective worldng arrangement with VETS for providing 
job placement services to disabled veterans. On August 1 , 1995, VA and DOL 
signed a Memorandum of Understanding that establishes a framework for 
mutual cooperation and coordination of services. In 1996, the National Veterans' 
T raining Institute (NVTI) developed a joint VA/DOL training curriculum to improve 
the working relationship between VA and DOL staff members. In 1997, a joint 
VR&CA/ETS task forc» began to examine what more VR&C could do to improve 
our services to the employment needs of disabled veterans. We agreed to 
develop a Technical Assistance Guide to provide guidance to our staffs. We are 
currently working on this inibative and expect to complete it within the next four 
months. This year, we will develop and hold a training program based on the 
recommendations in this guide. 

Our efforts to improve our working arrangements with VETS/DOL are 
continuing. For example, VR&C Service Director Julius Williams and DOL 
Assistant Secretary for Veterans' Employment and T raining Espindion Borrego 
have initiated quarterly meetings to develop a better understanding of the 
challenges they face in that partnership. I believe the dramatic increase In 
employment of disabled veterans over the past several years is evidence of the 
emphasis the VR&C program has placed on working with VETS to increase the 
employment of disabled veterans who complete vocational rehabilitation 
programs. 

In its 1992 report, GAO recommended that we take the lead in developing 
an effective working arrangement with DOL for providing job placement services 
to disabled veterans. I believe the record demonstrates that we have done so. 
We value this resource for employment of disabled veterans. We will continue 
our effort to improve and enhance this partnership as part of our mission to help 
disabled veterans find and keep suitable employment. 

The GAO also identified a lack of employment services expertise in VR&C 
staff members. We agree with this finding. VR&C is working with VBA training 
elements to identify appropriate training opportunities and obtain additional 
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employment services expertise. Mhough v<e work closely with DOL and third 
party placement elements, building greater staff expertise in developing and 
executing overall employment services and placement strategies is essential. 

Mr. Chairman, we have been and are concerned — as we know you and 
the other members of the Subcommittee are — about determining why veterans 
drop out before completing their vocational rehabilitation programs. In addition, 
GAO has expressed concern about the number of veterans who drop out of the 
program. We know that significantly large numbers of veterans who apply for the 
program do not complete their claims to the point of entering a program of 
services. Some veterans' circumstances change after they apply for the 
program. Other veterans apply without an adequate understanding of the 
program for which they are applying. 

We believe that the majority of ttie veterans who drop out do find 
employment, but often this employment is incompatible with the limitations of 
their disabilities. Such unsuitable employment does not qualify as a program 
success. Unsuitably employed veterans may later return to us because they 
could not continue in that employment. 

We have not detennined all the reasons this happens, but we do have 
some ideas. To examine this issue more thoroughly and to fulfill our need for 
carefully developed information about unplanned program terminations, we hired 
a widely recognized consultant firm in October 1997, The consultant is to 
identify the reasons why veterans prematurely exit the program and to 
recommend ways we can be more effective in getting veterans to complete their 
programs. The consultant’s findings are due in September of this year. 

The VR&C Service has received justifiable criticism for not emphasizing to 
veterans, veterans service organizations, and other stakeholders that the primary 
purpose of the Vocational Rehabilitation Program is suitable employment 
following a planned program of rehabilitation services. This is essentially a 
problem of communications. Even though the program changed its focus from 
training to employment following training in 1981 , many stakeholders continue to 
think of the program as only an education and training program. 
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To address this Issue, we have developed a statement of work and are 
currently In the process of Identifying a consultant to assist us in developing and 
executing a communication strategy. This strategy will enhance our up front 
communications with veterans and other stakeholders to provide a clearer 
understanding of the program's purpose. This strategy will also allow us to 
better use employment services to communicate with potential employers about 
the benefrts to them of hiring rehabilitated disabled veterans. This will create a 
pool of employers eager to hire qualified disabled veterans we refer to them. 

Mr. Chairman. In recent years the VR&C Service has increasingly relied 
on contracting with non-government service providers to timely meet the 
rehabilitation needs of disabled veterans. This contracting activity began with 
the cnjshing workload caused by post-Gulf War military downsizing. In FY 1993, 
VA spent $5.5 million on contracting support for vocational rehabilitation. By FY 
1997, this annual expenditure had increased to $27 5 million Contracting for 
services has allowed us to timely continue serving disabled veterans and has 
created hundreds of additional access points for disabled veterans to receive 
services. 

The Director of the VRSC Service, however, recognized the immediate 
need to take a close look at this contracting activity to determine if it is cost- 
effective in meeting the needs of disabled veterans. In December 1997, he 
formed a task force to study VR&C contracting and to report its results by 
May 1998. This interdisciplinary team comprises VR&C field and headquarters 
staff, contracting officers, persons with backgrounds in finance and support 
services from field offices, and contract specialists from VA Central Office’s 
Acquisitions and Materiel Management Office. 

We anticipate that the recommendations of this Task Force will likely 
enable us to further increase access to veterans through contracting. Although 
outbasing VR&C staff Is the primary way to improve local delivery of evaluation, 
counseling, and case management services, we believe that initiatives leading to 
more access points through contracting are also valuable. More access points 
make services more readily available to our customers. When the results of this 
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task force’s study are in, we in VBA wili use the recommendations to estabiish 
the proper roie of contracting. We wiii then determine the best direction for 
contracting for rehabiiitation services to disabied veterans. 

Mr. Chairman, this Subcommittee received testimony on June 5, 1997, 
detaiiing our progress in estabiishing realistic Government Performance and 
Results Act (GPRA) performance measures for the VA Vocational Rehabilitation 
Program. At the time of that testimony, a VR&C Task Force was working to 
revise the VR&C performance standards initiated in FY 1997. As a result, new 
performance standards or indicators went into effect in FY 1998 that better 
reflect the strategic goals of both GPRA and the VR&C Vocational Rehabilitabon 
Program. Accomplishment of these goals will directly contribute to helping 
veterans get suitable jobs. These performance indicators are: 

Claims Processing Timeliness and Completion. VR&C staff members will 
work closely in face-to-faoe contacts with veterans whom VA has found eligible 
for the Vocational Rehabilitation Program. As a result of these contacts, VR&C 
staff members will provide each veteran a timely, comprehensive evaluation and 
entitlement decision. 

Outcome Success. We expect that monitoring and improving this cntically 
important indicator will contribute to the suitable employment of disabled 
veterans. 

Success Outcome Unit Cost The VR&C Service now determines the 
average unit cost to assist a veteran to complete a rehabilitation program. This 
is consistent with overall Veterans Benefits Administrabon efforts to acquire 
appropriate cost information and function in an environment of reduced 
resources. This average unit cost consists of VR&C salary expenditures and 
contacting expenditures over all rehabilitation services that place the veteran in 
a successful outcome. 

Accuracy Review Outcomes. VR&C Sen/ice will now review at least 4 
percent of all cases for quality work. The goal is to reduce the number of cases 
needing improvement. We are near completion of a major revision to our quality 
assurance system. This revision will allow us to ensure consistency and 
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accuracy in our processes and will be integrated into the overall VBA Quality 
Assurance Program. 

In addition to these performance measures, we have planned a customer 
satisfaction survey to assure that we have r^ndid responses from the disabled 
veterans we serve. We are now designing this sun/ey, building on the 
experience of the other business lines and hope to benefit from their experience. 
Further, consistent with GPRA requirements, the VR&C Sen/ice will undergo a 
formal program evaluation 

We expect all these initiatives will ensure a greater understanding of what 
we have done that is good and what we still need to do to improve the 
performance of the Vocational Rehabilitation Program as it works to return 
disabled veterans to suitable employment and productive lives. 

Mr. Chairman, as you know, I am concerned about VBA data integrity. A 
part of this concern is the lack of comprehensive program data with which to 
manage the Vocational Rehabilitation Program as well as the other programs 
that the VR&C Service administers. I am pleased to report that the VR&C 
Service has taken a significant step to address this concern. We implemented 
the first stage of a new management infonnation system, WINRS, at VR&C field 
offices in October 1997. This system will enable VR&C Service to better 
manage in a number of important ways the Vocational Rehabilitation Program, 
as well as other benefit programs for which VR&C Service is responsible. We 
are now evaluating the performance and have begun work toward delivering 
stage two of this basic system. 

Stage one of WINRS primarily facilitates case management in the field to 
directly support our delivery of benefits and services. It contains substantial 
information about our program participants. Stage two increases this pool of 
infonnation. but, more significantly, places the information into a corporate data 
environment. This corporate data environment will provide nationwide 
information to support program evaluation and strategic pianning We expect to 
deliver elements of stage two processing by November 1998 
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The 1996 GAO report correctly cited the lack of readily available data on 
the cost of providing rehabilitation services. We feel that WINRS is a substantial 
initiative to address these data deficiencies. 

Mr. Chairman, the Veterans' Advisory Committee on Rehabilitation 
recently released its two-year report for calendar years 1996 and 1997. The 
Committee made 15 recommendations to improve the rehabiiitation of disabled 
veterans. VA is now reviewing these recommendations. Most of the 
recommendations concern the Veterans Health Administration. We in VBA are 
studying the recommendations for the VR&C program and will provide the 
Subcommittee with our response in the near future. 

Mr. Chairman, under Mr. Williams' leadership, VR&C is deveir^ping a 
Business Case, which is the next logical step in the VR&C reengineering effort. 
Let me explain a few of the purposes and elements of this Business Case. 

First, the Business Case will rnap VR&C's reengineering efforts and plan 
for achieving needed program improvements. It will link each initiative to 
meeting a need and achieving a goal. It will recommend steps to achieve each 
goal. It will also identify VR&C's direrrt contribution to VBA's and ultimately VA's 
strategic plan. 

Second, the Business Case will chronicle our progress toward 
implementing initiatives and achieving goals. This document will contain 
comprehensive data to measure performance, evaluate trailing indicators, and 
establish leading indicators. The Business Case will be a living document that 
will reflect future adjustments to VR&C’s plan as program requirements, 
resources, and strategic goals warrant 

Third, there is an element of the Business Case that we feel will be 
especially helpful to this governing body as well as other stakeholders. This 
document will contain a crosswalk that identifies each recommendation from 
reports and studies— such as those by GAO, VACOR, and VR&C’s Design 
Team — and directly links them to initiatives, strategies, and VA’s positions. We 
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believe this will enhance accountability and will keep everyone better informed 
about what we are doing and why we are doing it. 

Finally, the Business Case will chronicle VR&C's history and activities 
from this point forward. This will be an invaluable tool for strategic planning, 
evaluating program performance, as well as communicating with stakeholders. I 
would like to note that this process will be enhanced as our data and information 
management improve. 

Mr. Chainnan, I hope I have conveyed the progress VA's Vocational 
Rehabilitation and Counseling Service is making toward providing the quality 
services that our nation’s disabled veterans need and deserve. We recognize 
we still have a long way to go, but I am confident vtre will successfully meet ^is 
challenge. 

Mr. Chairman, this concludes my testimony. I would be pleased to answer 
any questions you or members of the Subcommittee may have. 
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Mr. Chairman and members of the Committee, AMVETS appreciates this opportunity to present 
its views on the Vocational Rehabilitation program of the Department of Veterans Afftiis (VA). 
AMVETS has not received any Federal grants or contracts during the fiscal year 1997 or in the 
previous two fiscal years in relationship to the subjects presented today. 

AMVETS has been concerned for a number of years about the high dropout rate and the low job 
placement rate in this important program. We believe they are correlated. 

Public Law 96-466 was enacted in 1980 because Congress recognized that employment had to be 
the ultimate goal of vocational rehabilitation. This represented a change of mandate for the VA's 
Vocational Rehabilitation and Counseling Service (VR&C), which had since its inception after 
World War n viewed completion of training by the client as the end of its task. Despite its 
changed mandate, VR&C shows little sign of accepting redirection. There remains a core of VA 
careerists that ignores this mandate. 

This program is in desperate need of attention. AMVETS bad high hopes for the Memorandum 
of Understanding signed in 1995 by VR&C's Larry Woodward and Preston Taylor of the 
Eiepattment of Labor's Veterans Employment and Training Service (VETS). We have not seen 
significant improvement in job placement out of VR&C. VA needs to focus on this area. There 
must be a change in the culture of the employees. The number one way to measute success is 
employment. 

Disabled Veterans Employment Specialists 

One of the key instruments of the Department of Labor (DOL) for connecting disabled veterans 
to enqiloyment should be the Disabled Veterans Employment Specialists (DVOPs) employed by 
the states and overseen by DOL's Veterans Employment and Training Service (VETS). Where 
DVOPs have been able to bring their skills, contacts, and case management approach to the 
service of disabled veterans as part of their rehabilitation team, the c hanc es of individual programs 
leading to employment have been significantly increased. Without their participation, the odds 
of fmding meaningful work go down. 

Yet VR&C seems uneasy with partners from outside VA, partners connected to employmem. 
What Congress ruled in 1980 - 17 years ago now - is that it is unacceptable for VR&C simply 
to retain disabled veterans in one training cycle after another without their ftndmg jobs. 
Throughout VR&C, foot-drr^ging seems to indicate staff that is leery of losing clientele to the job 
world. That theme was clear in testimony delivered before a House Veterans' Afhiiis Committee 
hearing in May 1995, and nothing has changed since. 

DVOPs need to be part of the initial evaluation and rehabilitation plan, and must follow through 
case marugement straight on to employment. They may contribute to an assessment of what 
training best provides locally marketable job skills. Their connection to DOL gives DVOPs 
current labor market information that can ensure there is a need in the geographic area where 
veterans live for the jobs they are training to pursue. 

The Question of Whether to Move the DVOPs and LVERs 

There is a peretmial proposal to move VETS - or oversight of the DVOPs and/or Ixcal Veterans 
Employment Representatives (LVERs) - from DOL to VA, dollar-for-doUar and item-for-item. 
That seems to AMVETS to pose a number of problems to Congress: 

• VA has no labor exchange: Congress could give tiie DVOPs access via laptops, but 
making the State Employment Security Agencies (SESAs) cooperate would be problematic. 

• The money comes from the FUTA account now. What would be the source at VA? 

• Locations ate a major problem. In New York State, for example, NYS DOL has over 80 
locations covering the whole state. VA, in contrast, has only 10 Vet Centets and 2 
Veterans Affairs Medical Centers (VAMCs) — nothing to the north of Utica. Service is 
starkly cut if only current VA facilities are used, and otherwise VA has to rent other 
space. 
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• While some DVOPs work quite well on their own, when outstationed at VA facilities 
under current arrangements, others work well under supervision and need it. If they are 
only stationed at VA facilities, what is the source of that supervision? 

• Resources are a major problem, and VA does not have them. 

• If Congress federalizes DVOPs/LVERs to make this work, hpw would it grandfather them 
in, given the pay differential? 

• VA does not want them, and they would not work well there. VA is a reactive 
bureaucracy rather than a proactive one. The hospital model does not work in 
employment. That is a core problem now with VA Vocational Rehabilitation. 

• Funding is a major problem. The dollar amount would come out of Function 700 (all of 
VA); When VA takes a cut in FTE, where does it cut, DVOPs or medic staff? The 
answer has never been medical staff. This is the ongin of the current problem in 
Vocational Rehabilitation, which now has about 30% of the staff it had in 1980. This has 
made the outstationing of DVOPs at Vocational Rehabilitation necessary in the first place 

The “GI Bill of Rights" Mentality 

VA Vocational Rehabilitation grew out of the era of the original GI Bill of Rights, one of 
America's most successful education and employment programs. But what made that program 
woik for disabled veterans was a national mood of gratimde and a sense that veterans - disabled 
or not - were people who "can do. ’ That mood disappeared long before the Vietnam War 

Completion of education or training no longer means a veteran is likely to be hired, even in the 
age of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). The onus now is on the disabled veteran, and 
he or she needs all the help available in finding work. 

Yet our sense is that many of the seasoned professionals in VR&C have not let go of the image 
that conqiletion of training is all that is needed. Perhaps it is simply an unwillingness to do things 
differently, to change the comfortable way things have always been done. Certainly we have seen 
no indication that the leadership of VA has been firm with VR&C, giving orders and making them 
stick. Within the past year, a common complaint beard at fotuins held across the nation by the 
Subcommittee on Disabled Veterans of the President's Committee on Employmem of People with 
Disabilities was that the DOL-VA Memorandum of Understanding needs to be enforced. 

Marketing of VA Vocational Rehabilitation needs to stress employment as a likely ouUiome of 
training. Vocational rehabilitation cannot be any longer s’unply a route to a college degree. The 
public has no interest simply in awarding disabled veterans long-term stays on campuses or 
esoteric courses that do not lead to productive employment. Congress, the General Accounting 
Office, the leading veterans service organizations (VSOs) and the Veterans Advisory Committee 
on Rehabilitation have all criticized this lingering approach that is part of the culture of VR&C, 
but nothing has changed. 

Private Contractors 

AMVETS supports the recommendation of the Design Team to reevaluate VR&C contracting out 
of services. This is a short-sighted response to staffing cuts that has resulted in uneven service 
to disabled veterans. 

The example of the effect of the Government Performance Results Act (GPRA) on VR&C is 
symptomatic. Despite the overall acceptability of VA's recent strategic plan, VR&C can furnish 
no information at present on its own GPRA planning, and expects the consulting firm of Booz, 
Allen to let it know in September or October how it is doing. 
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At the Regional Office level, many veterans would rather deal with VA staff than with contract 
personnel. At present, the annual expenditure for contracted services has almost reached the level 
of FTEE expenditures, $27,000,000 compared to $32,000,000. VAsbould expand the use of fee- 
for-service purchasing, rather than rely so heavily on contracting. 

Increased contracting gives the appearance of justifying further staffing cuts, when the reverse is 
true. Replacing retired and down-sized "old mode" VR&C staff selectively with new people in 
redefined slots could invigorate the program. Contracting does not seem to have made any real 
unprovement in employment outcomes. 

The Need for State-of-the-Art Equipment 

State-of-the-art equipment could maximize the cost-effectiveness of the reduced VR&C staff. As 
a minimum, VR&C needs personal computers, dedicated phone lines linked to fax machines and 
computers, for example. We believe that Regional Office directors should be accountable for 
obtaining and maintainin g such equipment. 

AMVETS supports the findings of the Independent Budget that current technology - not the wave 
of the future but the wave of the present - could go a long way toward making VR&C's heavy 
case loads more manageable. The average caseload for VR&C staff is 290 cases, compared to 
126 for state/federal programs and under 40 for private agencies. Up-to-date equipment - with 
adequate training — can at least allow VA caseworkers optimal efficiency. 


Conclusion 

Early intervention remains an important goal in vocational rehabilitation, Mr. Chairman, but there 
are many veterans for whom any intervention would still be helpful. These include young 
disabled veterans who have not been reached or who have found VA offers them too little hope 
of employment at the end of the process. There are also older disabled veterans who have become 
technologically obsolete, and who still need help and redirection. VA vocational rehabilitation 
continues to do a marginal job, and that needs to end. 

However, we are encouraged that new leadership under Julius M. Williams Jr. shows promise. 
AMVETS looks for a more focused, results-oriented operation. 


Mr. Chairman, this concludes our testimony. 
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